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For the girls who grew up too fast, with too much responsibility and too much maturity.  For those who were rushed or thrown into being a young adult before you had room to breathe.  For those who scrutinized themselves when they made a mistake, because they were placed in the category of ‘good’ or ‘smart’ or ‘kind,’ at a young age and will never escape it.  







			  



Chapter 1. 


“I hope you’re not planning on using that in the games.” I eye the expensive, jaded knife in my brother’s grasp. I don’t want to know how much money he spent just trying to find it at the Paragon. He tosses it, and I watch it flip with a gleam in the air before he catches it with a steady hand. No doubt a party trick of his. 
“Come on, there’s nothing wrong with it.” Dom makes a stabbing motion in the direction of the staircase, where Rosalía comes thumping down in three-inch heels. Her eyes narrow in disapproval.
“Stop playing with the damn knife,” she shakes her head. “And I looked it up earlier in the precept at Johan’s. The type of metal it’s made of is illegal. It’d get you disqualified in an instant.” She smiles when she gets down the steps and sees me. “Abbi, what a surprise!” Her hazel skin glimmers in the last bit of sunshine of the evening. 
“I love the house.” I do a spin in my socks, giving it a final inspection. She grins.
“Tell Dom. It was his ‘sorry I knocked you up’ present. But he disguised it as our wedding gift,” she pats her round belly. Dom raises an eyebrow.
“Be grateful. I don’t pity people often.” He turns to check the clock on the stovetop. “We’re going to be late. Abbi?” 
“Hmm?” I blink a couple of times, distracted by the red diamond at the center hold of the knife, recognizing its shape and size. It must come from Old Century Europe. “Oh, yes. I’m not going,” I answer.
“Are you sure?” Rosalía asks in her soft, dazzled accent. Sometimes, I swear, she sounds like sweet morning rain. She grabs a pearled purse from the coat rack, sharp red nails poking into the fabric.

“Yes. Mom needs me home. I have a final assignment to be finished, and Blaire hates being alone on Fridays,” I shrug. “Have fun, though.”
“Shame,” Rosalía mutters. Dom would beg to differ. He’s not a fan of dragging me around at parties where people know his name. All the questions, all the handshakes, and staring pairs of eyes. I’ve been to too many parties in my life, and this year’s summer solstice is just the same as every other year. 
“She’s such a liar,” Dom grumbles, running a hand through his hair. “It’s like the first and only night Caleb isn’t working.”
“That is not the reason,” I snap, making a face. He shrugs. 
“See you,” he opens the door for Rosalía, and I watch him follow her into their luxurious car. Once they’re gone from the driveway, I hop into my own car. I bump down the gravel and into the tall, spindly trees. I roll down the windows and smell strong salt and driftwood from a distance. When the estate drive comes into view, naturally, I sigh and murmur a silent prayer. It’s a pretty typical reaction these days. Penelope has been an inconsistent shit show ever since the RA declared a civil war.
 	As I park the car around the loop, I watch a stiff-backed lady stomp onto the sidewalk, cursing. She’s blond, and her hair is slicked back into a military bun. She’s being escorted by an officer. The windows are still rolled down, so I can hear her. “Does the man have a death wish?!” She’s waving her arms around, trying to tug herself free from the burly officer who’s practically tossing her into the front seat of her car. I don’t recognize her, so she must be from Parith. Her clothes are clearly designer, and she looks like she might be a corporate business owner who embezzles money. “Who put that bitch in charge?” She screams at the officer.
“I know, woman. I know,” I mutter under my breath.
I step out of the car, just in time for the officer to gaze back at me. Immediately, he scowls at my arrival. “Get inside,” he instructs in a deep, raspy voice. I don’t remember his name, but I know he’s one of those people Penelope hired just because he doesn't have time for bullshit. She has a special place in her heart for those types of people. Why else would she have married my father? 
“Am I in trouble?” I ask as I take the steps two at a time. 
“Couldn’t tell you. But Penelope is looking for you.”
“Of course she is,” I huff, rolling my eyes as I swing the massive French door open and enter. Estate is an understatement. The Hadith Manor is a palace. Originally belonging to Seth Johan and his five cabinet members, it is now inhabited by us. The Cline family. It is not a castle. There are no thrones or dungeons or turret towers. But it is simply too big to be an estate. An estate is the house I just visited, the newly built one Dom bought for him and his fiance, Rosalía. 
As soon as I enter, I can tell it has not been a good day at the Hadith manor. Penelope seems to carry a heavy energy wherever she goes, and when you enter a room, you can feel it. The worst part about it is it affects everyone she interacts with. 
I hear footsteps on the twin stairwell, and here comes Blaire in two French braids, smiling proudly. She runs like a gymnast doing a floor routine, holding out freshly printed sheets of paper. “Abbi, I finally bought ink and printed them!” She exclaims, spinning around me. “Read them! Read them now!”
“You know I can’t,” I nuzzle her outstretched arm away as Conner Mathews saunters down the steps with his hands stuffed in his pockets.
“How bad is she?” I ask when he approaches.
“Lewis just left her office. He’s going to Summer Solstice. Without her.”
“He’s not letting her show?”
“Nope.”
“But it’s her event.” It’s her event, it’s her province, it’s her country. Lewis never seems to understand. I feel bad for her, most of the time. It’s mainly because I know what she feels. But it’s also not my fault she married an insufficient asshole. 
“Lewis Cline doesn’t give a shit,” Conner shrugs. “But she’s been looking for you. You know she hates when you leave unannounced.”
“Why do you think I do it?” I ask, as I wind up the stairs, down the hall, and into my mother’s grand office. 
“Alexandra, sit down.” Penelope never yells. Instead, she uses violence and stone in her voice. That’s much worse. It’s as if she’s made of ice. I choose to bite my tongue and sit across from her in the uncomfortable wooden seat pulled aside just for me. 
“Where have you been for the last two hours? Enlighten me.” She draws a cigarette from a box hidden in a drawer of her desk, and twirls a lighter around in her hands. I don’t really understand the fact that no matter how much she smokes, her office still smells fresh of the ocean. 
“Well, I went shopping and got wedding gifts for Dom. And then I got some things for the baby. And then I bought a smoothie and took a house tour at their estate,” I shrug like it’s nothing. 
“I called you twice. You didn’t answer.”
“Yes,” I admit with a curt nod. “And?”
“And I am the goddamn head of the country! You will answer me when I call you.”
“I was busy, and then I forgot, and then my phone died. I’m sorry life happens, and you can’t cope with it.”
Her eyes darken, and I bite my tongue again. “I’m out of patience, Abbi,” she sighs. I can see the exhaustion in her eyes. It’s the only reason I’m off the hook. She doesn’t want to argue with me tonight. “You’ve neglected my one simple rule. You ask permission to leave the property. I ought to punish you for that.” But she doesn’t, and I know it’s only because I was home before dusk. “If it happens again, you won’t be so lucky. I thought you had a meeting with Joshua in twenty minutes, to discuss the next production.”
“I canceled. It’s Summer Solstice.”
“You told me you weren’t going,” her eyes narrow, and she sits up. I curse silently. I forgot. Quickly, I come up with an excuse.
“I have too much homework. Finals are in July, Mom.”
Penelope laughs. “You’re staying in because of homework?”
I nod, all good and honest. I still haven’t given up the miss. Innocence act. It’s worked all my years, and it’s still bound to, even for her. 
“Fine,” she finally believes it, stacking a slew of papers on her desk. “Have Conner bring my dinner up to the office. I’m not dining in Aubrey Hall.”
“Your loss,” I shrug. She dismisses me and I run to find Conner. I stop him in the hall on the way to my room. I’ve known Conner since I was a baby, and he was a teenager. When I was around five or six, I would follow him around the house and call him my boyfriend. I was in love. He’d play board games with me, or drive me to set when I was a girl, and I always thought it was because he had some sort of blossoming affection just for me. 
I’d call him my Connie, just like I had heard other girls do when they came and picked him for parties. Now, he’s almost thirty, and I’m fresh out of school. He’s my mom’s childhood best friend’s son. His mother, Lauren, died in the rebel bombs years ago. It was in her will that she wanted Penelope to take care of her children, so Conner’s been working here as an officer since. 
“She wants dinner delivered,” I say. 
“You’re not in deep trouble or anything?” He raises an eyebrow, as if he was expecting more. I shake my head. 
“Not yet.” I kick the door open to my bedroom, immediately cursing when I see the red folder laying on my desk. 
I open it up, a scowl tugging at my face. Since I canceled with Josh, he chose the next production for me. And it’s the exact film I was hoping he would decline. Josh has been my one and only agent since I started acting. I was six. Apparently it was my dying dream. Penelope had the power to make it real, so she did. It was mainly just to get me to do something productive, though.
I’ve been in over a dozen shows and movies since. People all across the RA fell in love with my cute dirty blond hair and big eyes. They liked the way my giggle sounded in the theater, as I pranced around in a pair of tap shoes and smiled with a missing baby tooth. Honestly, it was the happiest I ever was with the career.
Acting won’t get me anywhere in the games. At least, it shouldn’t. People still pick favorites, no matter what’s in the law. It’s just in human nature. Does it bother me? Yes. Can I do anything about it? No. 
The movie is called Gravity, and it’s a romance/drama. I’ll be co-starring alongside house names Sawyer Burke and Caroline Devers. I toss the folder onto the desk, flames in my throat and stomach. The second I turned eighteen, Josh made me sign some paper that I never read all the way through. Two days later, he’s telling me executive producer Bailey Norman had added a nudity scene to what was my latest project, Million Dollar Man. 
So I nodded along and drove to the studio with a smile on my face, ready to fake a choppy sex scene with three-times academy winner Preston Howards. And then I came home and sobbed in my shower. I haven’t spoken a word to Preston since the premiere of the movie. The learned lesson is that I should probably at least scan through papers before I sign my life away. 
I convinced Dom to not watch the movie, although he’s been watching everything I’ve ever been in since the beginning. Nevertheless, it was a hit. Of course. Penelope barely has time to watch anything, so at least she was spared.
I turn on the tv, skipping through useless news channels that only display depressing war news, and political propaganda. For being born into the most political family in the country, I really never had much interest, until the war started a year and a half ago, at least. I started to understand, then. I started realizing things for myself. I started forming opinions that I didn’t just hear come from my parent’s or my brother’s lips. That’s what’s real about maturity. Forming your own ideas and opinions, breaking away from the very things you’ve been fed since you were born. 
Despite the fact that my mother runs every inch of the RA, she and Lewis both keep the majority of the most prominent information from me. 
What do I actually know? Good question. The Regions of the Atlantic is what half the population call a miracle. The second half claims it’s a burden. Over a century ago we were at war with Old Century Europe, trying to regain our independence. When the war ended, a massive island was all that was left of the North American continent. 
	We’re split into three official provinces. Hadith is the most northern, and it’s home to the nation’s capital, which is the place I live. Naturally, it’s the province with the highest household income. Parith is its twin city. It’s where most of the Olympic junkies reside. I normally don’t travel to Parith, just because Penelope hates when I’m there alone. And I absolutely refuse her requests to have Dom drag me around like I’m some fragile piece of glass.
	Ardin is the third province. The province we’re at war with right now. Well, half of them. There is something very important about Ardin that everyone must know before entering. It’s split into two parts. There’s Praedia, which is where the RA retains most of its produce. Agriculture is their anthem. Every single one of them owns at least five acres and a combine. Not only that, but they’re all non-violent. They all seem to be a part of this organization that prevents violence and crimes. 
	Obviously, they’re not Ardin’s problems. 
	It’s Aetherea that we’re really at war with. Aetherea has the word ‘war’ written all over it. It’s rid of lawless stupidity. They don’t follow the RA requirements. Their prisons overflow, they pay RA officers to let them do anything that’s illegal. I’ve seen it all over tv since I was a kid. Murder and rebellion, robberies and gangs. Hadith declared war with them when their little organization broke into the estate somehow, and held Blaire hostage. 
	It’s the only ten hours of my life that I’ve memorized every single detail of. Minute by minute, it’s burnt into my memory. Blaire says she refuses to remember it. Nobody is sure what happened within those ten hours she was missing. They wanted Penelope to resign from her position, and surrender the government to them. But when Blaire was located, Penelope murdered everyone at the scene who was involved.
	And all Hell broke loose. The Aetherea ‘governor’ and Penelope signed a declaration of war. And Aetherea said they weren’t surrendering until power was at their feet.
	Obviously, there were a fair amount of changes in our lives. Blaire never left the house without at least two officers flanking her sides, and Conner was always with her in the house. Penelope insisted she hire a bodyguard for me as well, but I declined.
	I did, however, sign up for a hell of a lot of self defence classes. That was the compromise. Not a bad one, to be honest. It’s paid off. I still take strength training classes and even commit to the gym sometimes, which were benefits that came from learning how to fight.
	Penelope did nothing for Dom or Rhett. She’s since moved on from them, as soon as they found women and mansions. Dom sticks around, but ever since Rhett volunteered for the military, I haven’t seen him in months. He calls me sometimes, but other than that, I just pray we don’t get an ugly death letter. 
	The last thing Penelope needs is a dead son. But Rhett will be back tomorrow, for the games. All the battles will stop for the games. It’s an unspoken rule, because regardless of whether Aetherea thinks they’ve succeeded or not, Penelope still has everyone of them as a registered citizen of the RA. And it means some certain death punishment if you aren’t going to show up for your events. 
	I flick my curtain away so I can see just how dark it is. The sun is set. Penelope will be in her office, making calls to her advisor or her commanding general for the RA army, Carthem. Just hearing his name makes a muscle in my jaw twitch. 
	I tuck the curtain back in place, brush my long auburn waves into a neat messy bun sitting on the top of my heat. Then I pop in a breath mint. Just in case. I’ve been doing it every time since I turned sixteen. 
	I push a pair of shoes on, and then open the door. For living in the most secure building in the country, I must be a genius when it comes to escaping. You can’t give credit to me, though. That was all Rhett. He taught me how to leave no trace years ago. We used to sneak out to see country concerts all the time. Penelope hated country concerts, because every artist came from Aetherea. So she never allowed us to see the Aetherian artists. 
	I pad down the hallway, making sure Blaire is safe in her room before using the fire escape stairwell in the very corner of the hall. Nobody uses it, because who wouldn’t want to walk up a twin staircase with a scarlet stair runner all underneath black marble floors and shining art deco walls. The entire house is designed in dark colors. My room itself has dark jade walls, a tall mirror with a golden frame in the middle of my vanity.  
	I rush down the empty stairs, a grin spreading on my face. It’s going to be tonight. It’s going to be. I have no excuses. 
	I dash down to the first floor, past Aubrey hall, past the grand parlor, the piano room, the library. Disabling the fire system is easy. All I have to do is open the little key pad attached to the wall and put in a code. It’s the same code for everything. Lewis’s birthday. 
	There’s no debating. Penelope might be royalty to the country, but Lewis is the man of the house. 
	The fire system beeps. It’s disarmed. I push open the door with my side and keep my footsteps silent against the cobblestone walkway in the gardens. It’s still the same exact stone from the same exact house hundreds of years ago. The house was remodeled to sustain prohibition era art, but the cobblestone is from the Victorian age. 
	The smell of lilac and citrus burns into my nose. When I reach the edge of the garden, I break into a run, away from the property, towards the garage. The officer outside valeted it no doubt. He must’ve been on duty when he tossed the bitchy boss babe into her car. 
	I spot my car in the front of the garage and hop in, keys swinging in between my fingers. Of course there are officers all around outside, pacing the driveway, regulating any kind of traffic. But as long as I tell them I’m meeting Josh or an actress of some kind, and Penelope knows, they’ll let me through. At first, they’d tell me they would need to check with her first before letting me through. But I’ve always slipped them a little cash, and they understood. Whatever I was doing was none of their business. If I thought I might be in some kind of trouble, I wouldn’t go anywhere alone. I’m not stupid. Tonight is the same. Escaping is a seamless event. I roll the windows back down and relax. 
	I swore to myself about this time last year, Caleb Wells would be mine. I’m about to make that happen. 

			     
 

Chapter 2. 

 


“You aren’t going to the solstice?” Caleb wraps his arms around me tightly, spinning me around. It’s been months. I shake my head as he lets go of me. 
“Too hot. Too many people. Besides, I would’ve had to go with twenty officers patrolling me,” I roll my eyes at the image, and turn around. The land is the same. The smells are the same. The house is the same. I can feel my sweet, sweet childhood in every inch of this place. It’s like an anthem in my heart.  
“If I had an invitation, I wouldn’t turn it down,” he replies, as we step around back. The farm glows. Rows of corn stretch into the distance. Praedia is the only place in the RA where the stars are diamonds. After years of staring up at them with Caleb in our little forts, I'm still fascinated. 
I’ve known Caleb since kindergarten. The first time I met him, he had snuck into Hadith estates with Rhett and Dom. They went boarding on the beach, and I watched them patiently. Dom always told me I would be able to join them when I was older. But when ‘older’ came to me, I had other things on my mind. Acting and friends and sweet sixteens. The Olympic games and boys. Boys that weren’t Caleb. 
Of course, I always had feelings for him. It’s only natural when he’s your older brother’s best friend. But over the years, I’ve watched him kiss other girls, ask me for advice, complain to me about useless girlfriends. 
I’ve never been one of them. I’m not sure if he’s ever thought of me that way. I’m almost two years younger than him, and of course, there’s a barrier between the two of us. He’s lived in Ardin all his life. Penelope practically hates Caleb, and barely acknowledges him. He doesn’t have the money or education for me, she says. And that’s all. 
That’s why I’ve been sneaking out to see him. Over time, he’s become my best friend. Whenever there’s trouble, I turn to him. I’ll call him and we’ll hold hour-long conversations. I’ve never had a stronger relationship with anyone else besides Blaire.
Every time I’ve seen him in person over the course of the last two years, I’ve told myself it would happen. Obviously, that’s not reality. I’ve turned down a bunch of guys for him, and I still don’t have the courage to tell him. The words glue to the back of my throat every discussion, so I don’t bother. Never even once. 
We sit on the deck as a mosquito buzzes around my ear. Caleb’s family are native farmers, so this land has always been in their name. He went to school until he turned ten, and then left to work for his parents. Even without school, he’s unbelievably smart. Not in math or English, but he knows everything there is to know about the way things work. He builds sheds and barns for neighbors, he could tell you exactly what day you need to plant which seed, because of the position of the moon. He knows everything about cattle and cooks incredible food. 
“How’s Penelope?” Caleb asks quietly, breaking the night’s silence. 
“A mess,” I murmur. “Although, nothing has changed about that.” Out of everyone, Caleb is the only person in the country that knows about what Lewis does to her. To us. Nobody can know. Ever. “I’m excited for the games, though. The battles will stop, and she’s usually at her peak when she’s in the rotunda.”
“Have things gotten much better?”
“Caleb, what world do we live in? Nothing has ever been ‘better.’”
He laughs softly. “You told me you had a meeting with Josh tonight. I didn’t think you’d come.”
“I canceled, so he called in for me. I’m working with Miss. Savannah White again.”
“Which one is that?”
“The one who hit her husband on live tv at the games when she found out he used steroids, got disqualified, and had to pay a fine.” 
“Then which one is the one with the forty dogs?” 
“That’s Donna Ray. And she only has seven dogs. But I was hoping he wouldn’t pick Savannah. There was another opening for an action movie involving deep sea diving. I would’ve done much better in that.” I gaze up at him, wondering why he’s fidgeting with a mason jar full of daisies. 
He swallows a lump in his throat, and I notice his eyes aren’t as relaxed as they are when I’m usually with him. I think about directly asking him, but bite my tongue. “Hey, I heard about the attack in Harborough the other day,” I try instead. Everything we talk about now has something to do with the war, so I start there. “I read the names. Some of them knew Dom.”
“I know. I went to school with some of them,” he sighs. “Do you remember Maranie?”
	“Yes,” I smile. Sweet Maranie, his neighbor that grew up playing tag with me when I was little. She was killed the summer I turned ten. It was her second year in the games, and she failed. She was sick that year. She had the fever. Doctors said eventually she would’ve died anyway, but it wasn’t fever that killed her. It was my mother’s men.
“Her older brother was shot in the leg, and had run all the way here that night. Their hospital had been attacked and looted, so people were dying.”
“What’d you do?” My eyes widen.
“I stitched him and made him stay off it for days. But it wasn’t that I worried over. He had hallucinations. I thought it was the blood loss, but even when he was healed, they continued. He’d scream about battles, panic over losing his leg, or his life, or his friend’s. I wasn’t sure what to do with him.”
“What did you end up deciding?”
“I took him back home. To his family.” There’s a look of clear concern on his face. I can tell by just how rosy his cheeks get after breaking it. 
“Caleb!” I sit up. “The Aetherians will kill him!”
“I know,” he sighs, dropping his head into his hand, leaning onto the table away from me. “I know. But what was I supposed to do? He couldn’t go back out there!”
“They’ll think he’s committing treason to them.”
“They’ll understand once they see what’s wrong.” Even his tone deceives him. I shake my head. 
“You have to leave your little fantasy. The Aetherians  are ruthless. Just as ruthless as the RA. They’re one in the same. They just have different reasons to fight. They will kill him, regardless. It is against their laws to leave the army once drafted or volunteered during war.”
“He didn’t leave. He’s taking a break.”
“An unauthorized break! You just sent him to his death!”
“Abbi, please don’t say that,” he sighs, his eyes falling away from my gaze. 
“I’m sorry,” I let out a breath. I shouldn’t be hard on him for it. I can tell he’s in the middle of regret and empathy. 
	“What else could I have done? I wasn’t about to send him back to the asylum they forced him into. That’s what I hate about them. They don’t care who we are or what we believe in.”
Caleb has always been on the non-violence train. His family basically preaches it. They donate tons to the Live Well organization, and make it their dying wish to stop the war. Almost none of the farmers in Praedia believe in violence. 
“That’s not the only thing, is it?” I finally pry. He blinks, registering my words. His body stiffens as he shakes his head, sitting up. He doesn’t meet my eye, which tells me there’s something he’s been keeping from me for quite some time. 
Out of his pocket he pulls a crumpled piece of paper. A document. He tosses it to me, and I uncrumple it as neatly as I can. 
My mouth drops open as my eyes cross the words. I stare at the date, trying to figure out what the dark feeling in my stomach is. Sorrow or anger. I can’t tell the difference, at the moment.
I stumble over words. They come out in a jumble, a mess of emotions that hit me like a wave. “You will report to the RA army immediately by July twenty-first?” I whisper, piecing the puzzle together. This is why he’s been so distant lately.  The twenty-first is the day after the end of the Olympics. “This can’t be for you,” I shake my head. “You don’t live in Hadith or Parith. You can’t serve them.”
“You didn’t read the last paragraph,” he doesn’t hide the tremble in his voice.
“Due to the fact that your family has history in Parith real estate properties. . .” I refuse to read more. His father used to sell houses in Parith, until he retired to work full time on the farm. “Bullshit,” I argue, slapping the paper down on the table. “Bullshit! The RA can’t do that to you! You don’t live on the island!”
“They clearly don’t care.”
“You’re just going to sit here and let it happen?!” I stand, horrified. “I’ll argue it with my mother! She’ll see the mistake, she’ll let you go!” 
“You’re not going to tell your mother anything,” he snaps, his eyes darting up to mine. “It’ll make it worse! When has she ever helped anyone?”
Well, he has a point there. 
“Okay, well then I’ll bring it up with Micallef. Or Carthem. I’m not letting you go anywhere with any army!”
“You can’t. They’re not going to let me off the hook for not living on the island. They don’t care, Abbi. They’re growing desperate. Anyone who has any financial ties to the RA can be drafted whether they want to or not. The RA will hunt you down if they have to. 
“I told you not to show off in the games last year!” I scoff, scowling. “This is exactly why! They were scouting people! You know that.”
“But I won my event and was rewarded. We needed that money.”
“But the cabinet saw you,” I protest. “You’re not going anywhere! You can’t fight with them, they stand for everything you’re against!”
“You realize I don’t have much of a choice,” he mutters, his eyes spinning daggers towards me. 
“I can change that.”
“You can try. But when will you learn, Abbi? They aren’t going to like it when you choose to go against everything else they mold you to be.”
“This isn’t about me,” I retort, raising an eyebrow. “I’m trying to help, Caleb. The Aetherians  will devour you alive.”
“Thanks,” he rolls his eyes.
“I didn’t come here to argue. I’m going to mention it to Micallef, and he’ll get you off the roll. Then you won’t have to go. End of story. I can’t have you fighting. You know how much you mean to me,” I release the icy scowl and it melts into sympathy. “Caleb I can’t lose you to an Aetherian.”
“I’m not going to die. Don’t think I’m giving up on life already. I haven’t even started fighting yet,” he tucks my hand into his. I clasp his fingers, feeling the shimmery warmth in between them. 
“Does Dom know?” 
“I told him not to tell you.”
“I hate you,” I grumble, scowl returning. He squeezes my hand. 
“I knew it’d hurt you to hear it, and every time I saw you or called you, I just didn’t want to break the news.”
“You should’ve. It could’ve given me more time to think about it. You know I’m good at bribing people.”
“No. You’re not giving anyone money to have me taken out of the roll. It will cause a scene if someone else finds out.” 
“If Penelope finds out,” I sigh, finishing what he sugar coated. “And relax. Penelope never finds out.”
“You always say that, but. . .”
“Listen to me. I’ll sweet talk Micallef when I get the chance, and there’s nothing you can do about it. Besides, are you really going to be mad at me if it works?”
“I guess not. But promise me there will be no transactions between the two of you for me.”
“I can’t promise you something like that,” I cross my arms. “Wouldn’t you do the same for me?”
“I’m being serious, Abbi. If you pay him and he tells the wrong person, not only am I in shit, but you are too.”
“Fine,” I huff. 
I’m confident that I can bribe my way into and out of anything. There hasn’t been anything I tried that’s been unsuccessful before. I listen for the loopholes, then use them to my advantage. I guess it runs in the family, because Penelope has the same sweet talk eyes. 
She might be the most two-faced bitch I know. She could go to a dinner and be the quietest, most mannered person in the room.
What goes on behind the curtain is none of the public’s concern. The things she says, the actions she takes, will never be discussed. The blood is never on her hands, and she makes sure of it.
I only learned from the best. . .







 				Chapter 3. 
 

My alarm clock blares in my ears at least three times before my eyes fly open in exasperation. “Shut up,” I murmur, half asleep. I shut it up and get up, regardless. It’s five in the morning. There’s no such thing as sleeping in for me. I jump into my usual morning apparel. I take runs around the property every weekend. 
It was Rhett’s thing, originally. I started following him one day. He never minded. I’m braiding my hair when I realize Rhett is home. Home! I shake the remaining sleep off my body, grab my phone, and rush down the steps. I hear Conner clambering around in the family kitchen. He knows everyone’s routine, and what everyone wants for breakfast each day. For me, on the weekend, it’s bagels and cream cheese.
Both Lewis and Penelope don’t believe in breakfast, but I sure as hell do. I couldn’t go that long without food, I swear. “Good morning, Conner,” I yawn as I push the door open to the kitchen. My feet make zero sounds on the marble. Penelope insisted it be put in the kitchen as well, although Lewis countered. It was an entire argument, and one of the only ones Penelope managed to win. 
I sit down at the little island bar outlooking the beach. The house has two kitchens. Aubrey Hall is for guests and parties. There are three massive dinner tables and matching chandeliers above. During parties, it becomes the ballroom. The tables are folded and put into storage, and the marble becomes a glitter soaked dance floor.
Then, there’s the small country style kitchen behind Aubrey hall. That’s what we primarily use, because sitting in Aubrey hall alone with a bagel or cereal is a little forlorn. 
I down a glass of orange juice, eyeing the ocean ahead of me. It smells like salty summers, like tropical flowers and beach towels. The island used to be called Hilton Head, and it’s still labeled so on many old maps. Penelope has started banning those kinds of things, and no one is making them anymore. It’d be rare to find one. I’m lucky we live on the border of the mainland, because otherwise, it’d take me so long to get to Caleb.
Caleb. I tell myself not to think about it. The problem has been solved. The next time governor Micallef stays at the estate for a meeting, I’ll confront him, and Caleb doesn’t have to join any army, use any machine guns or any kind of weapon. 
I clean up my dishes, because I always do it for Conner. It’s the least I can give him. And then I run back up the steps. The sun isn’t even at the horizon, and it’ll be at least an hour before I catch a glimpse of it. I enjoy sunrises more than sunsets. 
Rhett probably got home late last night. I’d assume he was at the Solstice, because who wouldn’t be? I round the stairs, quiet feet on the runner. The hallway is painted maroon, a lush white ottoman sitting at the very end, next to a small table and a flickering candle. Rhett’s room is the last in the hallway, because Penelope put us in order by age. Rhett, then Dom on one end. Me, then Blaire on the other. On the top floor is Penelope and Lewis’s suite. 
I knock on the door, knowing he’s got to be awake. He’d never forget our morning runs.
I push my ear to the door. “Who is it?” I smile when I hear his voice, but stop short. 
A muffled female giggle erupts from behind the door, followed by a squeaky moan. 
“It’s your sister,” I choke. “Am I interrupting? Because I didn’t mean to bother you,” I poke.
“No,” he answers, which is followed by another giggle from his companion. Something’s definitely going on. 
“Fantastic. So I can come in then, right—” I turn the knob, but don’t actually move the door. I just want a reaction. 
“Abbi, don’t open the fucking door!” He shouts from the other side. I smile.
“Good morning, I guess. It’s nice to see you too, how have the last eight months been? Don’t worry, I’ll just go run alone.”
I leave him, one hundred percent sure he’ll take the bait. Five minutes later, he’s running down the steps, fully clothed. 
“You're the biggest ass I know,” he mutters, as he shoves his feet into a pair of shoes. 
“I guess you were at the solstice last night,” I reply, ignoring his comment. 
“And where were you?” He raises an eyebrow. “There’s only one place you’d go to miss it.” 
“That’s none of your business.”
“Oh, okay,” he scoffs, opening the door. 
“You didn’t have to leave your date for me, you know,” I tell him, as we start a jog down the driveway. 
“Nah, I’m not going to be back for long. I have to admit, I missed this.”
“You missed this, or you missed me?” Love isn’t typically our family’s thing. I haven’t heard Penelope tell me she loves me since she used to read me bedtime stories as a six year old. So to hear Rhett say he misses me makes me realize he most likely hates the army. 
“Both,” he shrugs. “War isn’t a very fun concept.” I notice how much muscle he’s gained, the scar on his eyebrow, down his arm. He hasn’t lost a limb or anything, but I can also see the toll it took on him, physically and mentally. I find the exhaustion in his eyes almost instantly, and not just from his late night activities. 
I’m not just going to casually ask about his life in battle, and I can tell he wants to shy away from the topic. He probably doesn’t want to discuss it, especially with me. So we jog quietly in and out of the trees. I think he appreciates the peace. “When do the games start today?” He asks after around five minutes.
“Two thirty. The opening ceremony starts at one forty five. Penelope has her speech, so we have to be there early. And they go until midnight,” I roll my eyes. 
“What day do you go?”
“Day three. I’m in five events this year.” 
“And Dom?”
“Dom got pardoned.”
“What? Really?”
“Yeah. It’s ‘paternity’ leave. I don’t get it, he’s not the one birthing the damn baby, and even then, Rosalía isn’t due until the very end of the games, so it’s pointless. I get it’s the reason why he hasn’t volunteered and is pardoned from being drafted too, but it’s his last year of being required in the games, and he doesn't need to worry about being murdered.”
“He wants an excuse to get out of it. You know he secretly hates it,” Rhett glances at me. We’ve reached the beach, and we jog on the bike lane. “What events are you doing this year?”
“Four hundred meter dash, freestyle swim 100 meters, mixed relay, beach volleyball, because I requested it last year, combat and strength heat two.”
“Heat two!?” His eyes widen. “How’d you get into heat two?!”
“Last year I was at the top of my age category, and against the most mediocre girls in Parith. But this year is my first year in adult, so that means it’ll be mixed, as well.” 
“Abbi,” he stops jogging, turns to face me. “You had to have scored over a twenty to have gotten into heat two.”
“I did. I got 23.16.”
“Do you know who got a twenty-four solid last year?”
“No. I wasn’t a keeper last year. Blaire took the job, since she’s finally old enough.”
“Apollo Dimitriadis.” 
“Fuck,” I murmur in a gasp. “Apollo’s going to be in my heat?”
“Yeah. That’s going to suck for you. The last thing you need is Dimitriadis up your ass the entire game, just because Penelope refuses to give him half the sum he didn’t even deserve.”
“What is he even doing in the games? He won last year, it automatically gives him immunity.”
“He just wants another win under his belt. If it’s one person you should avoid, Abbi, it’s Apollo Dimitriadis. Trust me.” 
“I know. I’ve been avoiding him since I started hearing his name in my age category. You want to talk about intimidation? He’s a full blown Aetherian.”
“That’s exactly why you can’t trust him with anything. He only lives in Parith because he won all that money. Who knows, he’s probably a spy. I can’t believe Penelope even let him buy property in the city.” We round the corner and come back to the estate drive. “How is she doing, anyway? The last time she talked to me, she blew up, screamed in my face, then deployed my unit to Ashton.”
“You were in Ashton?” my mouth drops open. He nods. 
“You’re avoiding my question.” 
“She might scare your date away, be careful not to piss her off.”
“That’s been hard lately, hasn’t it?”
“It’s all because Lewis gets under her skin, and then he. . .” I trail off, not wanting to say it out loud. If I say it out loud, it becomes true, not just assumptions in my head. He doesn’t know how much worse it’s gotten since he left. 
“He what?” 
“Nothing,” I shake my head, and turn ahead, wanting to kick myself for starting the discussion. 
“No.” Rhett grabs my arm, gently pulling me back. “Finish,” he commands. He has the same flare Penelope has. He doesn’t have to yell to get you to listen. He just has a voice that flanks your sides and tells you if you don’t do exactly as he says, it’s your funeral. I lean in, knowing there’s no way out. He’d just pry until I got frustrated. 
“He locks her in their bedroom,” I whisper. “For hours.”
I watch him stiffen. “Really?”
“Since you’ve left, it’s gotten worse. I barely see him anymore, and whenever I do, it’s because I’m in trouble. Why do you think Dom was so quick to leave? The place has gotten miserable. We haven’t eaten together in the past three months. Penelope spends all her time in the office, taking command calls and trying to decide what to do with the army, and then Lewis hauls her into their suite. I feel bad for her, but I don’t know if there’s anything I can do about it.”
Rhett’s eyes narrow. “I’ve always hated him,” he murmurs. And it’s true. He’s never been a fan of our father. I’m not sure why, but he’s not the type of person to hate without reason. It has to be some kind of fallout I’m not aware of. 
“What are you going to do about it? Nobody can pick a fight with him. It’s a death match, and you know it.”
“I know that, but Penelope is under too much stress right now. Maybe I can convince him to. . . take a vacation or something.”
“Alright,” I shake my head with almost no faith in my mind for him. Rhett might be a military lieutenant on the battlefield, but not to Lewis, he’s not. Lewis doesn’t give two shits who you are or where you come from. He’s got a simmering temper and zero patience. 
About two hours later, Blaire is making a bowl of oatmeal, sitting across from Beth Armetta, Rhett’s current girlfriend. Blaire grills her, naturally. “Where are you from?” She asks.
“A town not far from Deen. This is good bacon, Abbi,” she grins at me. I return the smile. Despite almost walking in on her and Rhett, she chooses not to make it an awkward greeting between the two of us, and this might be the one girl of Rhett’s I actually enjoy.
“What do you do? Are you working? In college?”
	“I’m studying to become a neurologist. But currently I work for a restaurant in Deen.”
	“Do you believe the Aetherian rebels—”
	“Blaire lay off,” Rhett elbows her. “And since when did you become so political?”
	“Since Penelope Cline birthed me,” she arches an eyebrow. Beth just laughs softly.
	“I don’t mind. They’re good, curious questions. How old are you, Blaire?”
	“Sixteen,” she beams. “Which means I can get my art department license, and study poetry for the rest of my life!”
	“Poetry, huh? You into literature?”
	“Of course.”
	“She devours it,” I say, sliding in on the other side of her. 
	“Do you read Sason? Tarrant? S.W. Clark?”
	“I adore Sason,” Blaire goes into deep poetic conversation with Beth. She’s just like that. Incredibly smart and energetic, all the time. When she’s excited, she tends to raise her voice and bubble. I’ve always loved that about her, especially now. Dom and Rhett have always tried to shut her up, but I don’t want her to lose that voice of hers. I don’t want anyone putting out the flame that she displays. 
	Penelope abruptly enters the kitchen, and the floor beneath me chills to ice. Blaire’s chatter silences immediately. Beth gazes up, hopeful. She stands, a smile plastered onto her face. Guess she’s heard stories. 
	“Who is this?” Her eyes lock on Rhett, no doubt she was also awake at five in the morning, hearing the same sounds I was hearing. There is only one pair of lethal eyes I know, and they belong to Penelope. If she looked at me like that ever, I would pray that the floor would consume me so I never had to speak to her again. 
	“I’m Beth Armetta. It’s an honor to meet you,” she does a quick bow like everyone else in the country is expected of, then holds out her hand. Penelope just stares at it like she’s got dirt under her nails. 
	“Right,” she snips, and steps away. “Rhett, since you’re here now, I expect you to be in my office for lunch. We have to discuss the patrols at the border. I’m switching troops, since general Farth was assassinated on Friday.”
	She grabs a wine glass from the cabinet above, and leaves just like that. “She’s not very pleasant,” I finally break the stiff silence. 
	“I thought you were exaggerating,” Beth looks deflated by the encounter. She turns to Rhett. “She’s not like that all the time, is she?”
	“She’ll warm up to you,” he waves it off, but I know it’s just because he doesn't want her thinking we’re a psychopathic family. My guess is he’s actually starting to plan some kind of future with her. “She seemed to have finally gotten used to Rosalía,” he glances at me for approval. I nod.
	“Who’s that?” Beth asks.
	“My brother’s fiance. She approved the marriage,” Blaire says.
	“Only because she’s pregnant,” I mutter. I’m convinced that wasn’t a real accident, because how else was Dom supposed to get her to approve the marriage? You can’t have a scandal in the Hadith estate. Ever. First rule. People can’t think bad about the Clines. Apparently, we have to be perfect people. Rhett gives me death eyes from across the table. 
	“What?” I shrug, and turn to Beth. “He’s sugar coating it. She’s more than unpleasant, she’s almost unbearable.”
	“Oh. Well, thanks for the warning,” Beth nods, a look of determination on her face. 
	“Don’t take it personally if she hates you,” Blaire chimes. “She’s never liked any of the boys Abbi’s ever brought over. Although most of them were questionable, there were a decent few, but at one dinner, she was half a second away from throwing a kitchen knife at the guy’s face.”
	Beth’s face drops. I roll my eyes. “Don’t scare her off,” I kick Blaire. She’s never been afraid to say what she wants. 
	“She won’t throw a knife at you. They’re being ridiculous,” Rhett murmurs, his lips on her ear, as if we’re not three feet away from him. 
	“Just tell her you make a lot of money, and she’ll tolerate you,” Blaire smiles. “So, Beth, are you excited to be sitting with royalty today during the games?”




Chapter 4.





The RA Olympic games have been a tradition since the revolution. It is the way we are tested. The rules are simple. Every year, starting on the first day of summer, every citizen is expected to show up for their registered events. The older you are, the more events you do, the more advanced your required skills get. You compete in front of the assessment cabinet, a jury of eight people hand selected by the queen—my mom. 
Each cabinet member judges you and gives you an individual score. If you do not meet the required score according to your age, you are executed by commission of the country. If you come in last place out of your competition, you are also killed. 
If you exceed the average score, usually, they take it into account, and sometimes, they draft you to the military. Well, only if you live in Hadith or Parith, now. The point of the games started out to be the RA’s rise to the top in the military industry. But it’s become more of a holiday, a celebration, and entertainment for the country. 
As soon as you turn eight years old, you’re submitted into the census, and you have to compete against your age category. They end when you turn twenty-five, the year cutoff for military drafting. 
“Abbi!” I hear Blaire shout from her room. “Come help me pick out an outfit!”
I sigh and leave my desk, the one place I’ve been avoiding since I started my finals. I’ve been out of school for almost two months, and yet, I still have to submit my final assessments to them by September. I open her bedroom door. She’s in her closet, tossing away dresses and outfits. 
“I have no idea what to wear. I never know what to wear,” she sighs, glowering over her closet. 
I hand her a blue dress she just tossed. “You think too hard. Wear this and don’t give it a second thought. You’re too young to be concerned about dressing to impress other people.”
“You just mean men,” she rolls her eyes. “And anything I wear will impress men.”
“I love the confidence. So just wear whatever. Grab some sunscreen too, you don’t want burnt cheeks for your events.”
She dashes into her bathroom to find some. “God, your room is a mess,” I stare at the disorganized  book shelves, the pile of laundry in the corner, the unmade bed, the piles of whatever on her desk.
“Rhett told me the other day, the more disorganized the person, the smarter,” she tosses behind her back, as she grabs one of her many shades of lip liner.
“He’s just saying that because next to you, he’s the messiest person on Earth—” I stop short as I spot a book hanging half picked from the others on her shelf. “How the hell did you get a hold of that,” I whisper to myself. She still hears me.
“Hold of what?” She leans in to see what I’m staring at. 
“The Faces of The Wind?” She smiles at the name of the book. “Oh come on, you’re not the only one who sneaks into the Paragon on weekends. Besides, there’s still a copy in the Alcott.”
“There’s a reason why it’s banned.”
“Multiple,” she corrects. I scowl in her direction. “I’m still lost in the irony of ‘religious persecution,’ because we do the same exact shit to– nevermind.” She blinks up at the camera in the corner of the wall and ceiling, and it’s everlasting blinking red light. Always being watched. 
“It’s word porn.”
“It’s still literature,” she grumbles, spinning on her heels. “It’s beautifully written.”
“Oh, I’m sure it is.”
“What? Three hundred copies were burned on Friday, as well as Sea of Blame, and Right Hand Man. They’re all wonderful pieces of artwork that have taken years of hard work and dedication, and it’s all just fuel for fire? Someone’s gotta save something,” she pulls out a drawer in her armoire that’s supposed to be filled with socks. It’s not. It’s all banned books, stacked to the very top.
“If Penelope ever finds out–”
“My funeral. I know. I’m not sure I care.”
“If it’s not saving the already dead environment, it’s books,” I sigh, tugging at the end of her French braid. “Why is Right Hand Man banned? I remember reading it in seventh grade.”
“It’s corruptive to the brain, because it’s history from the old country,” she mutters in a mock tone of the representative from the education cabinet. “I don’t know anyone else who still has a copy. They took them out of all the schools. You know those huge bonfires going on in Edith? Those aren’t just discarded war bodies. It’s books, maps and papers. Any old country artifact. I resent Penelope’s law incriminating the old map makers. Now fuck off so I can change into this dress.”
“Does it kill you to be polite about anything?”
“Sorry. Please fuck off so I can get this dress on.”
“Clean that closet of yours while you’re at it,” I shut the door behind me, just to see Rhett and Penelope hauling a banquet table down the steps. Beth is standing behind him, her face a little paler than a ghost. Her arms sit awkwardly at her sides, like she was just slapped away from opening the cookie jar.
“I offered help,” she murmurs to me. 
“In case you haven’t noticed, she practically preaches patriarchy. She likes a pair of big strong hands helping her.” 
“Speaking of patriarchy, I haven’t met your father yet.”
“He might be at the pub in Carolyn. He’ll be at the rotunda before us, shaking hands with this year’s counsel. Don’t hope you’ll get to hold any type of conversation with him. I’m barely able to get a chance to speak to him myself, these days.”
“Well, your family seems like a charm,” she clasps her hands and puts on a small smile. I nod in sarcastic enthusiasm. 
“Don’t worry. If you stick around, she’ll acknowledge you. Eventually.” 


	Two hours later, the thick aroma of rosemary and olive oil fills my nose, as I take a seat at The Bar of Rome, one of the many Old Century European dines in the rotunda. We resent their lasting reign over us, but apparently, we indulge in their styles of cuisine. I order a salad as Blaire sits up beside me, turning around and glancing back at Jo Lasley, my childhood best friend. She waves at me, but can’t seem to untangle herself from her date’s arms. “Someone go save her,” Blaire murmurs, shaking her head.
	She doesn’t exactly believe in clingy relationships, or any relationships in general to be honest. And she refuses to admit it, but I know she has a couple ‘friends with benefits’ on her roster. I don’t bother getting curious, because I could go pro in snooping. I would probably win if it was an Olympic sport. 
	I stalk all the men she gets herself involved with, as a sister does. I mean, she was kidnapped and held hostage for six days. It’s the least I can do. “We sit at a bar and you order a salad?” She raises an eyebrow, and asks the bartender for some fancy margarita. The legal drinking age is eighteen, but it doesn’t matter for the Cline family. Nothing has ever mattered for us. Nothing we do is ever questioned or challenged.
	“On the house,” the bartender smiles gleefully, happy he’s able to get a glimpse of the most popular pair of sisters in the country. 
	“We should’ve gotten those giant pretzels at das Abendessen instead,” Blaire sips her margarita, eyeing a girl wearing two medals from last year, munching on a massive salt covered pretzel, giggling with a group.
	“We spend how many days in this damn dome?” I sigh.
	“Hey, where’s Caleb? He always shows for opening ceremony. I heard Ainsly’s acrobats were performing. I’m excited.”
	“I’m not sure. Maybe he’s gotten seats already.” I usually pick him up and we get seats together, but last night he told me he had a date. It was disappointing, sure, but it’s not like we’ve ever been anything more than friends. He’s had many girlfriends since I developed feelings, and I’ve always been jealous. I’ve just learned to deal with it, I guess. Besides, I’m still worried about his draft letter.
	“Abbi!” Jo suddenly jumps around my shoulder, a wide grin spreading across her face. I get up to embrace her.
	“Jo, babe, you’re glowing!” I inspect her glittering pink dress. She returns the compliment, and takes a seat next to me. 
	“It’s so good to see you! It’s been ages, how have you been?”
	Jo and I met when her father was in charge of the assessment cabinet years ago. Penelope watched over her, because her mother had been dead for a couple of months, at that point. She was murdered on a business trip on the border of Praedia and Aetherea.
	That’s how the lifelong friendship started. A week sleepover in my bedroom, and we were as close as sisters. It’s funny how sweet you are as a kid, because if we had been maybe twelve or thirteen when it happened, I’m sure we would’ve turned out to be some sort of moral enemies for no reason. 
	I’ve always admired Jo. She’s quiet, more on the reserved side. She doesn’t waste words carelessly. She also has the best style I’ve ever seen. The girl knows how to dress, let me just tell you. We spend the next half hour playing catch up, before Blaire’s tugging on my dress, bored. I’m not allowed to leave her anywhere unattended, and she uses it to her advantage. “We’ve got twenty minutes till the ceremony, anyway,” she drags Jo and I into the crowd.
	The Parith rotunda is by far the most beautiful building I’ve seen in my life, aside from the Alcott. Rich, marble columns hold it strong. It covers over twenty-thousand square feet. Dazzling statues, busts, and carved Greek art display on the walls and ceilings. A gold trim runs around the circumference of the dome, and aligns the top. 
	I’ve been in it every year of my life, yet I always find something new to admire. In the center is the track and combat ring. The pool is in its twin dome a couple of meters away. Personally, it’s my favorite. It faces the ocean, and smells fresh of salt and chlorine. It’s always warm and inviting, lush blue waters wrinkling with each splash. 
	We make our way up the winding staircase, my fingers digging into the grooves of the gems melded into the railing. I spot Dom and Rosalía in the box above everything. Lewis is sitting in the empty seat where Penelope should be. 
	The crowd is hard to navigate through, but eventually, we round our way to the box. Usually, Penelope is generous enough to let us bring our dates in, so I link my arm between Jo’s and smile. “You’re my date for the day,” I whisper, as I push the door open. 
	“Finally,” Dom tosses over his shoulder. “What took you two so long?”
	“Abbi had to eat a salad,” Blaire throws herself on the couch facing Dom. “And take a millennium to gossip with Jo.”
	“Welcome back, Jo,” Dom nods, picking up his glass of fizzing champagne. Lewis barely acknowledges us. I keep waiting for him to turn his head, but I don’t know what I’m expecting. The door bursts open and in comes Beth and Rhett, glued to each other's sides. 
	“Rhett!” Dom gets up, slapping Rhett on the back. “Nice of you to show up. Join the family shit-show!”
	“Dom,” Lewis hisses from the front of the box. No matter where we are, the problems we have with each other don’t exist the second we step into public. They are contained within the walls of the house. We’re like a control burn.
	“Couldn’t miss it,” Rhett plops down next to Blaire, and she scoots over, giving him a look of pure disgust. 
	“So Rosalía, do tell me, when am I supposed to become an uncle?”
	“You’ll be back on the battlefields,” she murmurs softly.
	“Missed a wedding and a baby. What’s next, my funeral?” Dom asks, as we watch guests pour into the stands. I try to spot Caleb and his date, but it’s almost impossible in the sea of colors. “See that,” Dom points to the far right side of the cavea, where a massive group sits cheeringling loudly. I can’t make out any of the words, but for some reason, I know they’re angry. 
	“Aetherian rebels,” I whisper in assumption. He nods. A couple in the front are throwing things onto the court. I watch helplessly as guards pull guns and threaten to fire. It shuts most of them up.
	“Don’t get too close. You know they hate us,” Dom prompts. “They’ll take any chance they can to eliminate you, just to get under Penelope’s skin.”
	“They all want to kill us?” I shrink back in my seat. Dom nods. 
	“Haven’t you noticed all the extra security,” he motions to the door, where two officers stand like guard dogs. I blink at them, because surely I noticed? Surely I’ve noticed the three officers following five or ten paces behind Blaire and me when we were eating, just waiting for a rebel to cause a scene. Maybe I need a better sense of spatial awareness. 
Beth sits on a chair alone, across from us, reading a book. I’m not sure how she could ever focus on words when the entire rotunda is ringing with the country’s inhabitants. For being in the middle of a war, we’ve all lasted around an hour in the same setting, and nobody has died yet. Somehow, we’re all civil for the very event Aetherians have been rebelling against since the start. 
Maybe it’s all the security lurking, or maybe it’s the twenty detectors you have to go through at the entrance. I wonder how many people were stopped because they were carrying knives or guns. I glance at the massive analog clock stamped between the wall and the ceiling of the rotunda. Penelope should be stepping into the center any moment now, to begin her speech.
Blaire stands at the railing, trying to talk to Lewis. She points to different events and gives him useless facts about them, waiting for any response. She’s halfway through informing him about an illegal move in the combat ring when the lights dim, silencing most of the crowd. “Blaire, get out of the way,” Lewis forcefully shoves her back a step, standing in her spot at the railing. Blaire’s skin etches pink where he scraped her shoulder. I pat the spot next to me on the cough, and reluctantly, she sits. 
“Welcome, ladies and gentlemen!” Cries out Penelope from the very center of the room. I bet they have it marked down for her and everything. For once in my life, a math problem has actually been useful. 
She’s wearing a dazzling blue dress to support the RA’s colors. Sitting in her bleached blond hair are little diamond studded blue butterflies. Like mine, her hair is naturally auburn. Not red, but not brown. Thick, auburn locks that give people the impression our family’s got money. 
She bleached it blonde, though, after she realized pieces of it were starting to lose color. The boys lucked out of the cherry color. They got Lewis’s barn brown hair. “It is an honor,” Penelope’s voice echoes into each section of the cavea, although it’s almost impossible to spot the microphone she’s hooked to.
“It’s an honor to be able to see the entire country here in one room right now,” she laughs with a light smile on her face. If it’s anyone who knows how to smile for the cameras, it’s Penelope. She’s been so trained for the paparazzi that it’s just a natural ability for her. 
“As everyone knows, rebel conflicts in the past year and a half have led to a breakout in war. Despite this, the games must go on! It is by RA law and tradition. The Olympics have been around for centuries upon centuries, started by an ancient Greek religious festival.”
“This year, in efforts to silence the battles and death tolls, we have teamed up with Praedia’s ceasefire organization.” Everyone in the rotunda seems to be holding their breath with each statement. “We'd love to thank Ardin on behalf of Praedia for their generosity and willingness. As a gift of appreciation, citizens of Ardin are strongly encouraged to donate. Every little bit counts.”
The far right end erupts into a spiral of chaos. The shouting turns into one big boil of curses and hatred. Officers block their views, trying their best to silence them. “The RA has experienced over 25,000 casualties in just a year. Every single day, at least ten families get a death letter. This is simply an inhumane game, and I am sick of it! This must stop! How many people were happier before war treaties were signed?”
Most of the crowd starts whistling and cheering. The right side is still a chaotic choir of anger. “What happened to the peace rallies? What happened to Ardin’s non-violence committee? It’s all fallen to pieces under the revolution, and I’m here to help bring it back!”
From the corner of my eye, someone from the right corner pops up from their seat. All the eyes in the rotunda circle to the man standing with his arms crossed against a white t-shirt. He’s got to be more than six feet, and hair is dark, short, a curl or two falling out of place. His arms are bare, revealing sharp lines of muscle and sun kissed, summery tanned skin. 
“The same woman who puts kids to death every year for not meeting an athletic requirement is endorsing a non-violence organization, Miss. Penelope?” He asks, raising an eyebrow. His tone is completely peaceful, no sign of anger or rebellion. The absolute nerve. 
“Damn, he’s hot,” I mutter under my breath, staring at his smug little face. His eyes glare hot coals into Penelope’s soul, which might be the boldest thing I’ve seen a person do in front of her. 
“The last thing I need you doing is objectifying Apollo Dimitriadis,” Dom whispers, glaring in my direction. 
“That’s Apollo?” My mouth drops open. Rhett and Dom both roll their eyes. 
“Shut up, boys, it’s not treason to look at him,” Blaire protests.
“He’s a little old for you,” Dom mutters, turning her head away from Apollo’s direction with his hand.
Penelope ignores Apollo, and continues her speech. She refuses to even look his way. “I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m ready for this war to stop. So let's make it stop! The reason why we’re standing here today as an independent nation is because of your very government. Why try to destroy the only peacemaker in the country?”
It’s one side of the rotunda against the other. The right is screaming at Penelope, trying to hurl objects at her face. Nothing ends up hitting her, though, because she falls away from the center before anyone can get another glimpse of her. 
Anyone who sends something flying onto the track is escorted out of the cavea. The lights turn to the stage at the left side of the rotunda, and the acrobats start their routines. The rebels are still shouting. When the door opens back up, Penelope enters, an unreadable expression on her face. She sits next to Lewis without a word, and casts a smile out for everyone else in the rotunda to catch. 
I don’t think I’ve ever met a more broken woman than my mother.
				



			Chapter 5.


The first day of the Olympics is always the most dramatic. Every fight you watch on the mats, every race you see on the track seem like the most intriguing. The assessment cabinet sits in their spots on the floor, papers and score sheets spread in a mess all over the table. Everyone seems to be glued to their seats. The kids twelve and under compete in a separate gym, because the RA is generous enough to make it seem like they’re not just murdering children who can’t win a race.
They have developed exceptions over time, for sick kids or injured kids, or kids with disabilities. But other than that, if you’re completely healthy, you’re just not fast enough or not strong enough, good luck. Every now and then, my gaze retreats to the far right corner, where Apollo sits, staring into the center as if he’s watching a slow game of chess. Jo is whisked away by her date within the first two hours, which leaves Blaire rolling her eyes. 
“Let’s go somewhere,” she whispers, popping a grape into her mouth. “I’m getting bored.”
“How? Look how fast these people are!” No matter how many times I watch it, it’s mesmerizing. Most of the people who go on the first day are in the first heats of their age category.
“I’m hungry,” Blaire mutters, eyes flitting to Penelope. She gets up. “I’m going to snatch myself some dinner.”
“Have one of them go with you,” Penelope gestures to Dom, Rhett, and me. Both of the boys pretend not to be paying attention, so I get up with a sigh. She basically busts the door open, hopping into the hallway eagerly. I follow, and when we’re about three feet away, so does an officer. 
“Finally! It was so hot and stuffy,” she says. “What do you want for dinner?”
“Tacos,” I catch up to her as I hear Lynn Poole announce the winner of the first mixed relay of the season. 
I catch a glimpse of the last placed woman being dragged away, screaming in tears. I’ve always hated watching. The superstition is it’s bad luck to watch someone being escorted into the basement. But I’ve never been superstitious, and it has nothing to do with bad luck.
It’s the burden of being Penelope’s oldest daughter. The burden of being hated by Ardin, the burden of being a victim of biased cabinet members. The stares that burn holes into my skin, because people know just how the cabinet works. 
I guess the bottom line is that I feel powerless. Every time I see the basement door open, I get the urge to jump up and scream for them to stop. But I can’t, because Penelope and Lewis. . . they clap. They cheer for the winners, they watch each fight like it’s a death match, because it is.
“I wanted pizza,” she huffs. So I steer us towards the pizzeria near the entrance of the rotunda. The queue is filling, and I’m not particularly a patient person, but Penelope would kill me if I left Blaire, and with officers hovering, they’re bound to report me for anything. 
We step into the queue, and as soon as we do, I realize why Blaire wants pizza so badly. She turns around and smiles at a boy who approaches her. “I was hoping you’d read between the lines. God, you’re not as stupid as you look,” she drags him into line and leans in to kiss him.
The boy stares at me as I glare at the two of them. “Blaire—”
“If you tell Penelope, just remember, I have Caleb Well’s information, and I can just swing by anytime and drop the world’s best blackmail—”
“You’re not going anywhere,” I shut it down immediately. “I don’t care what you tell Caleb. I don’t have a death wish.”
But she’s already got an arm around his ass, hauling him away. “You will when I show Caleb those pictures of you—”
“Blaire fucking Charlotte!” I grab her arm and yank her back into line. 
“I’m not going to kidnap her, relax,” the boy spins daggers for eyes in my direction. 
“Shut up,” I snap. I turn to Blaire. “You’re lucky it’s just me here and not Dom or Rhett.”
“You’re allowed to leave the house in the middle of the night, Rhett is allowed to bring some random girl into his bed, and nobody really cares, but I’m not allowed to go anywhere without being intently watched, or having you scrutinizing every person I interact with!” 
I find myself wordless. 
“Exactly,” a grin jumps onto Blaire’s face. “I’m not going to be gone for long. Eat your tacos, and meet me on the steps.”
“Where are you going?” I glare. 
She shrugs, and turns to her boy. “Where are we going, Alex?”
“The corner of the Dawson. I’m from a nice town in Parith by the way,” he sticks out his hand. The hell, does he seriously think I'm going to shake it?
“If you get her pregnant, I will be the first one to know your address.”
“Murder is illegal, Abbi,” Blaire murmurs patiently, as if she’s teaching a class of kindergarteners. “Besides, once again, you’re not the only one who ends up in the Paragon. I think I know what birth control is.” Without another word, she yanks Alex with her. She always needs the last word, doesn't she?
I curse under my breath, just in time to realize the line has moved, and I need to figure out what toppings I want on my pizza. Whatever, I think to myself. This is her decision. If anything happens to her, I will not be held accountable. 
If only it were that easy. No, I’d be the first person blamed for it, because I was supposed to be in charge. God, if I wasn’t such a people pleaser, if I was able to say ‘no,’ more often. If it were Dom or Rhett, they would’ve brushed Alex away and given Blaire a ‘stranger danger’ discussion. 
Not that she hasn’t had that three hundred times. And I doubt Alex is a stranger to her, at least. They without a doubt go to school together, or something like that. He’s probably got a nice family, they probably all eat dinner at the same table every night, or he’s an Aetherians rebel just waiting to murder her.
I can’t quite finish the thought, though, because from behind me, I hear a group approach. My skin prickles. It’s all men, and they’re rowdy, no doubt drunk. I don’t even need to look to know. Aetherian rebels. I’m absolutely positive about it when I hear Apollo’s voice nearly a foot away from me. I stiffen at the sound of his harsh tone. “The only credit I’ll give her is that she hasn’t given up yet. Other than that, she doesn’t deserve anyone’s respect. She was already a liability to start, and look what happened,” he says. 
Immediately, curiosity hits me like a sharp pain. I pretend to be occupied by contemplating my pizza topping options, although my full attention is turned to the entourage behind me. “But what are you going to do about it?” The guy beside Apollo asks.
“Nothing, for now,” Apollo shrugs. “When she comes crawling back to us, I’ll tell her she had it coming. But all jokes aside, let me handle her. Otherwise, she’s an even bigger problem.”
Some guy must join them by surprise, because they all chime in greeting. “It’s good to see you, man,” someone says, slapping him on the back. 
“I doubt I missed anything,” the guy steps into line with them.
“You’d be surprised.”
“Yeah, Paulo interrupted Cline’s speech.” 
Irritation rubs right into my soul, and I tell my feet to stay planted, but I know they’re not going to be able to. Without giving it another thought, I turn to face them all.
“And I bet it wounded that ego of yours when she decided to completely ignore you,” I stare directly at him. His hair seems windblown, which makes no sense, unless he’s been outside lately. His eyes bounce to me and they flicker with recognition. 
“You’re Cline’s daughter, aren’t you,” he inspects me up and down as if I’m something to examine at a museum. The group tenses the second they realize who I am. That’s what I thought. 
“You might think you’re all that, Dimitriadis, but to her, you’re just a fly she forgot to hit with the fly-swatter.”
The corner of his mouth turns up. “Did you ever tell your mother about the mistake in the schedule?” He asks, the beginning of a smirk set on his face. 
“What mistake?”
“Have you not noticed? You’re in my heat this year.”
“That wasn’t a mistake,” I glare, half offended. Of course he knows. He’s just making fun of me. Apollo Dimitriadis is making fun of me. “I earned my spot, just like you did.”
“Hm.” He purses his lips. “That’s to be debated.”
“I don’t see how any of it is up for debate,” I retort. “I earned the spot. End of story.”
“No need to get defensive,” he waves me away. 
“You’re supposed to have sworn yourself to the crown,” I raise an eyebrow at him, changing the subject. “I watched you do it from the box last year. Why are you sitting with them if you’re loyal to the crown?” I gesture towards the Aetherians  swarming around him.
“God, you’re a carbon copy of Penelope,” he shakes his head, using her first name like they’re all buddy-buddy. The scowl plastered on my face drops to a glare. 
“You don’t know anything about me,” I keep my voice as steady as I can. 
“If Penelope raised you, I know most everything there is to know about you. You should really start paying better attention,” he points ahead of us, where an impatient cashier is waiting for me to place my order. Shit. 
I whirl around before he can see the heat burn my cheeks away to ash. I step up to the counter and order, trying to forget about the man standing behind me. I stumble over my words, trying to pull myself together. I’m about to pay when the cashier just shakes his head. The daughter of the crown, I sigh, and step out of the way. The Clines haven’t had to pay for anything as simple as food or clothing in years.
Some companies do it because they think it’ll get them on some type of list Penelope carries around. Surprise, surprise, the only list she carries I can assure anybody they do not want to be on it. The pizza I ordered is served almost immediately. I don’t have the nerve to sit at a table alone with Apollo fucking Dimitriadis behind me. I’ve got a reputation going on, especially in front of him. He doesn’t need to be thinking I’m lonely. 
In all truth, being the daughter of a queen is more lonely than people imagine. It limits the number of people I see in a day to probably less than the amount of kids in the average school classroom. Normally, it’s just Blaire, Penelope, Dom, and Conner. Caleb is a rarity nowadays, and even Jo’s got her own shit to deal with. I don’t blame her, but I miss the days of endless friendship. Every time I see her, I’m reminded of the sweet smell of sleepovers and sprinkles over a sundae at the movies.
I have coworkers, and of course, I’m more than acquainted with a couple of Penelope’s officers, but none of them compare to true amity. The only person I truly connect with who’s not my own blood is Caleb. Even then, Blaire’s still too young to be involved in anything that has to deal with the war, and it’s apparently not just me who believes so. 
Having Rhett back for a little over a month is a blessing, but I’m sure he’s mentally exhausted. He doesn’t need me constantly hovering around him because I’m friend-deprived. And Penelope. . . we can’t even go there. 
So I take the pizza and run with it. I dash out of the restaurant and find a railing to lean off of just to catch the last half of a combat match. A drunk crowd nearby chants something intelligible, and I find myself wondering how long Blaire will be gone for. I start searching for the officer disguised in the crowd. Usually, they dress to blend in, but I see through them all. Rhett used to point out subtle details that a person could easily use to spot an officer in a crowd. 
And I find exactly who I’m looking for. Jillard. My face immediately drops when we lock eyes. She approaches with her habitual iron face. “I had officers follow her, in case you’re worried,” she leans against the railing, eyeing the spectacle in the center.
“That’s the least of my concerns. I know he’s not a threat. What I am worried about is Penelope’s reaction when she realizes I’ve let her go.”
“Let this be your lesson.”
“Taylor, please,” I arch an eyebrow. Resorting to the word please is not something I do often, but here we are. “You know what I really worry about,” I murmur. It’s so quiet I’m surprised she can hear me over the roar of the rowdy mob. 
“I’m not the one you should be begging. You know Penelope never turns to me when it comes to trust.”
“I’ve told you before, I’m tired of the deal-striking,” I choose to ignore the clear look of dishonor on her face. She doesn’t care for my tactics of leverage. Neither have I, yet I’m the one orchestrating them.  
“I’m not your man, Cline,” she shakes her head and turns around before I can open my mouth again. I’m pretty sure she hates me. 
Blaire is back within twenty minutes. Her hair is a shiny mess and her cheeks are still ablaze. “I can’t decide if I'm impressed or disgusted by your record timing,” I roll my eyes as she nears. 
“I can’t be gone for much more than an hour before the entire RA army comes hunting me down,” she sighs. I take note that Alex is nowhere to be seen.
“Where did he go?”
“No idea. I’m sure dipping before he’s seen with me is an attractive idea to him. You’ve seen the way she looks at Beth.”
we start up the steps, fighting our way through the swarm. Out of the corner of my eye, I catch a fight on the third floor across from me, two officers dragging a cursing Aetherians away.
“Guess not even the Olympics can stop the war.”

				 Chapter 6.
	 	  


Rhett sets a glass of whiskey on the counter and sits down with some kind of file, a weary look creeping at the corner of his face. “Where’s the dom perignon? We’re supposed to be celebrating. There’s a festival five miles away,” Blaire murmurs as she checks off a page of homework. Beth smiles at her.
“I like her,” she tells Rhett. Rhett gives her a begrudging look. 
“You’ll come to hate her after the first few days. I only ever liked the first hour she was alive.”
“He’s lying. He hated me before I was even conceived,” Blaire frowns. “He almost dropped me when he was holding me as a baby. I swear he did it on purpose.”
“You don’t have to swear it. I’d happily admit it.”
“Do they ever get along?” Beth turns towards me. I shake my head.
“Being in the middle comes with perks. The rivalry is like the eye of a hurricane.” It’s true. Blaire’s my best friend, and Dom and Rhett tolerate me more than they do Blaire. I have a feeling that respect will come as she gets older. 
“What are you so engrossed in?” I ask Rhett, trying to catch a glimpse at the file he’s anxiously inspecting. 
“Not your place to ask,” he grumbles, as he flips the page. Dom saves me.
“There was an attack in Flippe. Bennett’s unit got deployed and there were ten casualties on our side. One harbor was destroyed.”
“Why would they want a harbor?”
“To cut off our import/export control,” Blaire types an equation into her calculator and scribbles down an answer. Conner observes over her shoulder and corrects it. She shoots him a dirty look.
“The only industry that imports to Flippe is the tropics. I think we can live without bananas and mangoes.”
“That’s not our worry. And stop asking questions. The last thing I want is the two of you politically interested,” Rhett shuts the conversation down as soon as it was just getting started. This is one of the rare occasions where we’re all sitting in a room together with down time. Even then, Blaire is concentrated on school work, Rhett is tense with military concerns, and Dom is having wedding plan discussions with Rosalía. 
How glamorous it would be to just stress over your guest list, or what flavor your cake is going to be. I’m about to turn on the TV when the door swings open and in comes Corporal Micallef. I curse under my breath as our eyes meet. There’s nothing more awkward than any of my encounters with this man. “Abbi–Alexandra, the queen requested me to come find you.” 
“She couldn’t do it herself,” I slip off my stool and creep towards him. Slow, small steps. Procrastination. He pushes the door open for me and I walk out, trying to stay a foot ahead of him, yet somehow keep a sluggish pace. “What’s this about?”
“I’m never very sure about that, Abbi.”
I shoot him a look. “Don’t lie to me. Of all people, you know I’m not the person you should be lying to. Now tell me the truth, before I out you for sexually assaulting a princess.”
“Don’t play your princess card on me. We’re past that.”
“Princess or not, I can end your career in ten seconds. I could even have you count for me.”
“Yet I’m the liar.”
“Stop stalling, it’s pathetic.”
He can’t look me in the eye when he confesses. “She knows where you’ve been spending your nights.”
“And where is that?” I test.
“In Caleb Well’s bed.”
“Interesting,” I scowl at him. If that’s the rumor, there’s no possible way I can have that going around. I’d do anything to stop it. I’d have to. “Also not true.”
“Arguing with the queen has never been a smart decision. Not even for you, Abbi.”
“Yeah, well, I never said I was the brightest,” I march into her office, trying to ignore his words, trying to convince myself that I’m not scared. I’m not scared, I’m not scared, I’m not scared. It’s stupid, the way she toys with me. It’s like she called me down to the principal’s office, only I don’t have a clue what I’ve done. There’s no way she could’ve known. None. I’ve been doing this for years. I always assumed either she knew and she didn’t care to find out what I was doing, or she was completely left in the dark. 
Penelope sits at her desk, and I can feel the energy from here. I can feel the fury from the edge of the door as I step inside. Her eyes are glowing, even though her composure remains calm. It doesn’t take much effort for her to appear angry. She says everything with her eyes. I used to see every single damn emotion in her eyes.
I used to see light and love. I used to see sadness and nostalgia. I used to see spring flowers bloom in the reflection of her iris, I used to see that airy, easy smile.
I haven’t seen even a hint of any of it since she buried it with Clara. Since she buried it with Lewis. Since she buried it with the RA, with her kids, with everyone. Now, it’s just anger, annoyance, and law. She doesn’t have a chair for me this time, just those menacing eyes and the thin line her lips have made. “Eighty-seven days,” she mutters, leaning back in her seat. “Eighty-seven days in the last three years.”
“Eighty-seven days what?” I approach the desk, a pit formulating at the bottom of my gut. 
“Eighty-seven counted days you left the estate without permission. Without officers. Without anyone knowing your location. Eighty-seven.”
“What written record do you have?”
To my surprise, she tosses a clear record over. “I found it in Harlow’s office yesterday.”
My brow twitches. Harlow has been at the gate almost every time I left. She had just put my name in a separate record. Even before the war started, we’ve been keeping a steady record of everyone we let onto the property. Lieutenant Harlow has been in charge of it all three years, and I thought my secrets lay safely with her. 
“What were you doing in Harlow’s office?” I question, raising an eyebrow. Even though I appear steady, she sees through my ploy to take authority of the conversation.
“That has nothing to do with this discussion. Now, unless you were in danger on any of these eighty-seven days, I don’t care to know where you’ve been going. However, that doesn’t bring you off the hook.”
“You haven’t known anything for three years, and you suddenly want to punish me for it?” I snap, not bothering trying to hide the anger slipping into my voice. “I’ve been an adult for an entire year and you still think you’re able to punish me.”
“I can punish whoever I so wish to punish,” her eyes flicker over me, bored with the conversation. “And this isn’t a punishment. But clearly, the fact that you’ve been leaving at night for three years straight without speaking to anyone about it makes me think whatever you are doing is dangerous, or against the law.”
“You’ve come to all the wrong conclusions. It’s Caleb Wells. I’ve been sneaking out to see Caleb Wells. Caleb. Wells.” I say it one more time, just in case she doesn’t understand.
She’s silent for what must be almost a minute. “I’m slightly disappointed in your taste in men,” she finally says.
“No,” I sigh. “You’ve never understood, have you? He’s not mine. We’ve never been romantically involved. I know you’ve always assumed, and I know you’ve always disapproved.”
“He’s a native Praedian.” The emphasis on the word makes it seem like a curse.
“At least he’s not Aetherian,” I mutter, half to myself.
“Being involved with an Aetherian in any way would be treason.”
“Thanks for the empathy,” I tell her, sarcasm seeping from my tone.
“Why make it such a deal, then? Why sneak away when you could’ve just announced it?”
“Because you hate him.”
She simply blinks up and shrugs. “Fair point. And you’ve been leaving to see him and what? If I decide to believe you, you have to give me reason to.”
“We talk.”
“Talk?” She raises an eyebrow.
“God, you can’t even trust my word, can you? We talk. You know, like what friends do! We have conversations!”
“And what do you discuss?”
“More and more often, I’ve found myself talking about you,” I grit my teeth.
“Isn’t everyone,” the monotony comes flying back to her face. She picks up a slip of paper with a couple phone numbers on it. “As I said before, you’re not off the hook, Abbi.”
“You’re seriously punishing me for leaving the house to go to what might be the safest place in the country? I mean, it’s Praedia for fuck’s sake. The very province you’re pairing up with, and doing all this donating to. Peace, freedom.”
“It’s not just your safety I’m concerned about. I’m more frustrated by the fact that you’ve been lying to not only me, but officers. And how many of them am I going to have to fire because you’ve given money to them so they would keep their mouths shut.”
“Just two, and they should go anyway. Most of your men are assholes.”
“And Harlow? She never would’ve told me if I had not found that record.”
“I never told Harlow to do anything for me. I didn’t even know she had a record of me.”
“Doesn’t change the fact that I’ve made my decision.”
“Your decision to what?”
“Fire Micallef.” I blink, because I must have heard her wrong. Fire? She’s firing him? “He’s no doubt behind this. I know he’s had a sweet spot for you since I initially hired him.”
	Here’s the thing about Samuel Micallef. He was both my key to almost every escape and my key to inevitable consequence. So hearing that she’s getting rid of him is both immensely relieving and maddening. Technically, he was just another officer, just another guy in an RA uniform. But I know what he was really selected for. Keeping an eye on me. I was his responsibility. I reported to him. Wherever I am, he’s three yards behind me, cautious eyes darting around the corner.
	Have I argued with Penelope before? Of course. Has any of it worked? Absolutely not. 
	“And you’re replacing him with who?”
	“Undecided,” she taps the phone numbers. “You’ve never been off the hook when it comes to me. Just beware, when I find that replacement, there will be rules.”
	I huff in frustration. “I don’t need a babysitter.”
	“We’re not starting this again. Don’t waste your energy on a pointless argument that won’t change anything. Micallef was never your babysitter, and that proved to be true when I realized you’ve been striking deals with him.”
	“Never once have I paid him.”
	“That’s not what I’m referring to,” her gaze drops, and she hits me with an icy glare so hard that it feels like a winter wave to my knees. “It surprised me that you of all people, Abbi, have resorted to prostitution to get away from me.”
	“I don’t know where you got prostitution from. Money was never part of the equation.”
	She leans over, a glare as sharp as the dagger gleaming on the side of her desk. “This house is full of money. You couldn’t care less about it. Using sex to get anything, not just money, anything you so desire is prostitution, end of story.”
	“Well then, I’m surprised that you’re surprised. You know what the industry I’m a part of is like.”
	“You complain about it as if it is your prison. It’s hardly that. It is your career. Deal with it. Get out of my office before I lose my patience.”
“I don’t think you have any to lose,” I quip before spinning on my heels toward the door. 
I’m pushing the door open when she stops me. “Abbi, do know that this new babysitter of yours isn’t going to be enjoyable. I made a mistake of taking your opinion into account before, and you’d be foolish to think I’d let it happen again.”
“In other words, you’re going to hire someone far less attractive.”
“And far older.”
“May I remind you Micallef and I have at least an eight year gap, and I never said he was much to look at either. I never said I liked the sex. I’d be lying if I said I did.”
“You go out of the way for things that are completely worthless. I’ve never understood that about you.”
“I don’t get why. You’ve had friendships similar to mine in the past. Don’t tell me you haven’t. Don’t tell me you’re heartless.” I push the door open yet again and only get half a step further.
“Don’t think you’ve finally won a fight with me. Forfeiting is the weakest way to leave one.”
“I don’t know how you think you’ve won. I just told you I never found Micallef attractive, and here I am.”
“Which is why this person isn’t going to be as eager.”
“Good luck finding someone who fits all your criteria.”
“I could just resort to a woman.”
“If you think sex is my only form of leverage, you’re sorely mistaken.”
“Which is also why this person has to virtually hate you.”
“Good luck,” I repeat, letting the door slam behind me.

Chapter 7. 

“Get out of the kitchen!” Beth shouts from the other side of the tennis court, swinging her racket with some kind of strategic precision. I’ve definitely mentally noted the fact that she’s good at tennis, swimming, and golf, which all pertain to country clubbers. Maybe she’s got a second chance at pleasing Penelope. 
Rhett rolls his eyes. “They’re taking this out of the events in total next year, because it’s pointless,” he counters. Beside me, Blaire tosses me a bottle of sunscreen. We have around thirty minutes of peace before we have to head to the rotunda again for day two of the games. Day two officially starts complementary training classes. If your two hours of gym class every semester doesn’t seem to do the trick, don’t worry. They’ll teach you everything you need to know about hand to hand combat, weaponry, working out, and strength training.
	Nobody is required to take the class—unless you belong to Penelope Cline. Beth scores yet another point on the court, and Rhett curses. “One more and I’m quitting.”
	“In case you haven’t noticed yet, Rhett never does anything he’s bad at,” Blaire calls. Beth smiles. The two have got a growing friendship. Honestly, I think they’re one in the same. I rub sunscreen onto my already sunned legs. 
	“If you don’t burn this summer, I’m going to personally kill you,” Blaire scowls at my legs, clearly jealous. “It’s not fair.”
	“Luck of the gene pool,” I shrug, setting my book on my stomach, staring up at the giant abyss of blue above.
	“Don’t sound so smug,” she turns her head up. We continue to watch Rhett miserably fail with his tennis racket, and Beth dominate him. The sweet summer sun creeps exhaustion into my body, so I shut my eyes for a couple minutes, but it’s hard to nap when Blaire is shouting at Rhett for being a sore loser. 
	“Get a fucking grip!” She yells, rolling her eyes, as Rhett forfeits. 
	“Pretty name, dirty mouth,” I murmur. Penelope used to tell her that before she was even granted the privilege to curse. Apparently, Penelope thinks it comes with age. I guess being the youngest makes her the most mature and immature for her age at the same time. 
	She rolls in her chair to look at me. “Who do you think it’s going to be? Micallef's replacement?”
	“She’s not going to be able to find one,” I rip a grape off of a vine that sits in a bowl on the end table beside me. 
	“Well the unattractive part is easy. What she really needs to find is someone loyal enough to the crown.”
	“You think she’d count Micallef’s offence as treason?”
	“No, because let’s just remember it’s your offence as well. Nobody said you were perfect.”
	“Loyal to the crown or not, if I say and do the right things, I can go back to spending my nights at Caleb’s like no harm was done.”
	“Which is why she’s going to find someone who will be eager to turn you down.”
	“The list might as well be nonexistent.”
	“That’s where you’re completely wrong about yourself. You think automatically that everyone wants you. I can actually give you an extensive list of people who’d gladly turn you down.”
	“Ouch.”
	“Starting with Apollo Dimitriadis.”
	“Let’s not get unrealistic. Dimitriadis is out of the picture. Penelope wouldn’t allow him within ten miles of the driveway, let alone anywhere near me. We’re not counting him. He’s a native Aetherian, he isn’t loyal to the crown.”
	“Fine,” her eyes narrow. “Dylan Martin.”
	A muscle in my jaw twitches, and I scrunch my nose at the name, as if it has a bad smell. “She wouldn’t do that to me.”
	“You better bet your ass she would. I’m not finished. Sam Hunts? Weston Farr? Aileen?” She raises an eyebrow. Aileen Kimsworth. My childhood acting rival. We’ve hated each other since we were kids, and here we are, years later, still holding the grudge.
	“Aileen is a different story,” I counter. “She’s in debt. A landslide of debt. If I offered her five cents, she’d take it. Penelope isn’t stupid, and she’d rule that out. And the others would decline any job to babysit me. They’ve got lives.”
	“Not if the queen asked them too. Have you ever blatantly defied Penelope? Didn’t think so.” 
	Queen, president, head, whatever it is, Penelope makes it clear the Clines have been in charge ever since the assassination of Seth Johan. Lewis doesn’t appear in many government affairs, because he was married into the position after Penelope was crowned, and only does things discreetly.
	I’ve technically been a princess my entire life, but as far as the term goes, I’ve never felt like one. If anything, I’ve been more of a celebrity than a princess, with an acting career in the books.
	“Ladies, your peace is over,” Dom pops his head through the doorway of the estate. Blaire huffs in annoyance and jumps up from her pool chair. “I don’t want to go to class,” she mutters.
	“Go anyway. It’s good for you,” Dom tells her as we step back inside. It takes a moment for my eyes to adjust.
	“Easy for you to say,” she retorts.
	“Hey, I’ll go easy on you the first day if you want,” Rhett and Beth follow us. 
	“I don’t need special treatment because we share the same last name. What I really need is a vacation, and nobody seems to know what that word means.”
	The ride to the rotunda is quiet and uneventful, which is why the switch is so dramatic. As soon as we start up the massive marble staircase, the noise lifts. Kids dash down the stairs after each other, waving blue and white flags around. We’re not even inside the rotunda yet, and I can already hear the whoops and yelps of runners being cheered on from the cavea. 
	Inside is a flash of warm bodies, the sweet scent of food, rich marble columns, and shadows beyond the center. Penelope sits in her box with Lewis, the two of them sharply poised.
	Today her dress is tight and white. Her hair is up in a bun, and her makeup is simple. We’re in just in time to see the loser cross the finish line. At least they let him cross before they drag him to his death. “Are we early for classes?” I ask Rhett, keeping a close pace. 
	“Two minutes late, actually,” Rhett blinks up at the clock as he presses the button on the elevator and scans his keycard. It’s the military clearance one, so it’s all fancy and used half as much as the one on the opposite side. Dom and Rosalía have already parted ways, headed up to the box. Lucky them.
	The elevator opens and we scoot inside. The chandelier above swings as we start down. This year, Rhett volunteered to assist combat classes, alongside Ridge Vissle, the man who’s been teaching classes longer than I’ve been alive.
	Ridge is this legendary figure who you take one look and know he’s been through some shit. His face itself is a menace, hollow cheekbones and a rough scar on his neck. His eyes are sharp and emotionless and his voice is full of intimidation and threat. Under all of that, though, I know who he really is. He was my mother’s mentor back when she was my age, and he was in his early twenties. When Mom lost Clara, he wept with her. He used to sit at the dinner table with her and help her through every painfully silent meal. He would tell Blaire and I folklore stories when we were girls.
	We creep down the hall until we find the room our age bracket is supposed to be training in right now, and rush to our spots in line. I spot Caleb at the end, and wish we could’ve gotten here early so I had time to talk to him. And what do you know it, Rhett joins a crew of around five others murmuring around themselves, and one of them is Dimitriadis. Fantastic.
	Ridge stands with his arms crossed in front of them all, seemingly giving them some kind of order. 
	Rhett turns to all two hundred-fifty of us. “Alright! We’re going to do something a little different this year! We’re being split off into teams right this moment, and we will not only face each other one-on-one, but we will have group challenges! We will keep score this year, and whoever's highest wins them immunity for next year!”
	What? I didn’t see any of that coming. We’ve never done that before, and I’m starting to wonder if Rhett had known sooner. He seems so ready, so collected and prepared. “We’ve hand selected five team captains. Each of them have shown immaculate precision, skill, technique, and efficiency. You will be learning from the best.”
	Apollo stands in front of the group, staring down at a list of names. My gaze snaps to him, his tall frame and set shoulders. Muscles escape the sleeves of his shirt, refined lines I realize I’m staring at too late. 
	I sigh and shove his appearance away from my mind as the girl standing next to him starts listing off names for her team. Her name is Lilah Mottern, but I’m not sure how I remember that. She must have been around the estate at one point. “Paige Giovanni. Lucas Gardener. Scott Tabbith.” One by one, each of them joins the line until they’ve got around fifty in their team. Apollo straightens and opens his mouth. Oh God, he’s next. 
	“Briar Tapscott. Memphis Arlyssa.” Though it’s stupid, I cross my fingers behind my back. If I’m on his team, I’m inevitably fucked. 
	“Josephine Sinclair. Lily Motts.”
	Two more that aren’t my name.
	“Vincent Calypso. Camden Pratt. Levi Webster.” My eyes narrow as three boys grin and totter into line, meeting Apollo with slaps on the back. Friends. Aetherian friends. There’s no way I’m passing that off as a coincidence. He had to have convinced Ridge, because I know for a fact Ridge doesn’t tolerate any foolishness from the Aetherians. 
	Apollo lifts the paper closer to his face, his eyes scrunching as if he suddenly lost the ability to read. “Who the fuck is Blaire?”
	My heart skips a beat. Blaire? On his team? Absolutely not.
	“That’s me, bitch,” Blaire glares at him through her father’s amber eyes. My mouth drops open. Does she have any idea who she’s talking to?
	Apollo’s gaze drifts unhappily from hers to mine, and the irritation in his face is clear. “There are two of you?” Blaire steps up into line, the glare continuing. Apollo looks all but pleased when he calls out the name below. “Alexandra Cline.” A shiver runs up my spine as my legs refuse to move. I blink up and Apollo’s gaze meets mine. 
	For one grand moment, all I see is him and his jade eyes. It’s what consumes me, this look on his face that must be pure loathing. I open my mouth to come up with something snarky, but all speech fails me. It only lasts a fraction of a second, because his gaze latches back onto the paper. “Cline?” He asks again, his tone lacking any type of patience. Reluctantly, I step up beside my sister, who’s already seemed to have made a friend, a petite ginger with rosy cheeks who looks like she works smarter, not harder. I’m guessing they would get along very well.
	Apollo takes a sharp inhale before yelling, “Garret,” and pinning his gaze right on the guy standing beside a usually quiet Caleb. Wait a minute, I know this man. Micheal Garret. He used to throw grapes at me back when I still went to daycare as a six year old. He would bully me for my expensive outfits and backpacks. 
	And that look on his face tells me, oh god, he remembers me too. Not only does he remember me but he’s got to be friends with Apollo. He joins their little squad at the edge of the line and immediately starts muttering. Every so often, one of them will glance back at Blaire and me. “You know they’re talking about us, right?” Blaire whispers.
	“Let them. You don’t need to be involved in their shit.”
	“Let them walk all over us? Abbi, we need them to know they can’t mess with us.”
	“You don’t think they don’t already know that?” I motion to Rhett and his stone face as he stands next to Ridge, who’d so much as strangle whoever appeared a threat to the two of us. “They won’t do you any harm, as long as you don’t instigate. You say anything, and it puts a target on your back.”
	“You didn’t seem to think that when you encountered Dimitriadis last night,” she crosses her arms.
	“That was different. That was me.”
	“Oh, so just because you’re three years older than me declares you any different?”
	“I’m not fighting with you right now. Inappropriate timing.” I shift my weight so I’m facing away from her. Apollo calls out the last name, and we wait for everyone else to be sorted. When the last guy calls the final person, Ridge steps up. 
	“Now, today isn’t going to be a very strenuous day, but be prepared for tomorrow. Right now, we’re going to do a little icebreaker, so we get to know everyone better. The first competition of this year will involve team working.” Team working? What are we, in fifth grade? 
	“The objective is simple. Stay within the area of the combat mats at all times, and keep your team’s flag. Each of your team captains will start with a flag,” he holds up a mini RA flag and waves it once. “But no person is allowed to hold the flag for more than sixty seconds. You’re allowed to use any physical combat skills you know as long as you’re disarming only– and absolutely no head shots. Understand?” He waits for the collective groans from the Aetherians, as expected. 
	“Each team will be equipped with five RA regulated daggers, and your team captains will be allowed a sword. Anyone afraid of death on the first day of training, well, consider yourself in a room full of second-hand embarrassment for you. Communication through your team is crucial, and you will need it all summer, so I suggest you all figure out something. Everyone take your places on the mat.” So much for a relaxing first day. 
	“Alright,” Apollo turns to face us. “None of you can die, I don’t want people thinking we’ve got weak links. So before we start, is there anyone who can’t fight?”
	“Blaire,” I call out. “Blaire can’t fight. She’d be better off with a dagger.”
	“The hell I will! I can fight,” she protests, shooting me a look of death. Apollo glances back at her, then between me.
	“She looks about ready to fight you,” he says. 
	“She’s at the bottom of her age bracket. She’s sixteen,” I shake my head, reaching out for the daggers he takes from their respective spots on the wall. He only tosses the dagger to someone in his Aetherian entourage. Levi maybe. I can’t remember. He smirks at me when Apollo proceeds to give the girl on his left a dagger, and tosses the other two to Micheal Garret, and a girl named Josephine. He keeps the last one, flipping it over before throwing it in the sheath next to his sword. 
	Blaire grabs my arm and pulls me onto the mat before I can get another word out of my mouth. “Don’t waste your time on worthless arguments. Let’s go.” I sigh as we take our place on the mats. Apollo grabs our team’s flag from Ridge, and is the last to step on the mat. 
	Ridge sets the clock. The four other teams are on their respective side of the mat, eyeing up their competition. We wait for about an entire minute, anticipation building up from the center of the mat, until Ridge holds two fingers in the air. “Ready? Start!”
Immediately, a dagger is hurled in Apollo’s direction. I twist my head to see Hailee Sefford advancing towards him. My eyes widen with recognition. She’s Caleb’s current girl of interest. Apollo simply sidesteps the thrown dagger. As soon as my gaze snaps back, I realize the mats have erupted into chaos. People are running towards the five with flags, in a gigantic chase of keep-away. I scramble back to the edge of the mat to avoid being rammed into. 
Apollo dodges about ten more people who think they can take him. He throws some guy right to the ground and continues running, and I can’t help but stare. He rushes past me just in time for the clock to chime. Our minute is up. 
A guy from Lilah’s team bolts towards Apollo with a dagger, and Apollo doesn’t even need to be told. He chucks the flag in my direction and it comes flying at me. I smash my weight onto the mat to catch it, diving straight for it. It ends up within my grasp as I tug myself up, realizing just why Apollo chose me of all people to handle the flag. I’m the target, now.
The guy with the dagger skids to a stop three inches from Apollo, his dagger inches from his back. “No reason to kill me now, Caspar,” Apollo mutters in a low, tyrannizing voice. Caspar. My heart leaps. Caspar was in Rhett’s military unit. They’ve been friends since the start of the war. 
Suddenly, I recall the moment he was lying in our kitchen, and Hillary Doghton, head nurse of the Hadith Estate, was trying to stitch his bleeding stomach up, Rhett begging her with stony regret blotching his face. It was the first time I had seen him in months, and he had shown up on the doorstep with a dying Caspar. He hadn’t spoken a word to me, he just called for Hillary, and as soon as Caspar was okay, they were gone.
I didn’t go to sleep all that night, frightened by the fact that Rhett wasn’t my Rhett anymore. 
Apollo must have history with him, because the look on Caspar’s face is pure, tangible hate. “You’re a lucky man today, Dimitridus,” Caspar growls, and pushes past him. The corner of Apollo’s lip turns up. I stare at Caspar as he drops the dagger. 
“Giving the flag to royalty has to be against the rules,” he blinks back at Ridge, who isn’t paying any attention to our situation. 
“You can still fight me,” I shrug. “Being a royal doesn’t seem to stop certain types of people,” my eyes hit Apollo.
“Damn, Cline,” Apollo just shakes his head. “Prejudice must be worshiped in your household.” 
I decide to ignore that. “Trust me Abbi, you don’t want me to fight you,” Caspar’s eyes swipe over me, and wait a second— is he checking me out? On a sparring mat? In the middle of a death game? 
He might not want to fight me, but other people do. Someone I don’t recognize pushes him right out of the way just in time to swing his fist at my nose. He hits me with a sting, but I try my best to deflect him. I grab his arm and attempt flipping him onto his back, but he’s grounded. He kicks me back and I plummet, just to hear the timer run out. Apollo dives, yanking the flag out of my grasp, and tossing it in the air. Both Caspar and the guy on top of me jump up and run after it, but out of the corner of my eye, the ginger Blaire was talking to slides in between them and grabs it, before sprinting away.
“Alright, at least she can run,” Apollo nods, rising to his knees, as we watch the scene. About six others who have at least a foot on her come flying towards her, and she leads them in a zig-zag around the mat. “I’m surprised the RA hasn’t killed her yet, because she’s a complete liability.” 
She is small and she’s all bones. I’d be lying if I didn’t think the same. But here she is. Her speed must be the only thing saving her. I take a breath and stand up next to Apollo, but he doesn’t stay near for long. The next minute, his sword is drawn, and he’s chasing after a guy on Caleb’s team with a shining RA flag in his hand. 
I stare at Apollo as he proceeds to slice a clean cut at the man’s shoulder. The flag is immediately dropped and Apollo takes it with a little nod of gratitude before he flips him over. Maybe Rhett has reasons to tell me to avoid this man at all costs.






			
	 







				







 Chapter 8.



	It’s past midnight when my eyes fly open to a sudden rap on my door. My heart jumps as soon as I sit up. I don’t have any type of weapon to defend myself with and our windows are sealed shut for absolutely no reason. What am I supposed to do? Open the door? I swallow a lump in my throat and take a step out of bed. “Abbi,” calls Rhett from the other side. 
	At once, I’m ripping the door open. “The fuck? You can’t do that to me when there’s a war—” 
	Rhett scoops me into his arms for a brief two seconds before my eyes adjust to the darkness and I see the flash of his uniform. “I have to go,” he murmurs. “I wanted to say goodbye, because I normally don’t get to.” He’s already turned towards the hall.
	“Go? Already? You’re on leave!”
	“Deployed,” he yells over his shoulder as he rushes down the hallways. 
	“Goodbye!” I manage, pressing a fist to my heart. His shadow disappears from the hall. I stand there for a second, prayers rushing through my mind. Once I hear the familiar sound of the front French door shutting below me, I step into the hall, a breeze seeping my hair down my shoulders as the air conditioner blares. I sweep down the dual staircase, trying to control my heartbeat as my bare feet click against the cold marble. Candles are lit on the table in Aubrey hall. I walk in to see Beth staring glumly into a bowl of grapes that’s alway sitting in the center of the table. Penelope changes it each day, doing Heaven knows what with the old grapes. 
	“He just left, if you missed him,” Beth sighs as I sit next to her. I shake my head. 
	“Don’t doubt him. He’ll be back. He’s been doing this for a while now.”
	“It shouldn’t have to be anything close to a while.”
	“How’d you meet him, anyway?” The first time I saw her, I thought she was someone random he picked up from the Solstice, but as I watched them, I figured they had known each other much longer than a night.
	“I used to do volunteer work as a nurse in Sailon, and he’d come in every night with fresh fruit and water, and sometimes he would put flowers in the hospital to mask the smells and make it look less. . . sorrowful.”
	“That’s Rhett,” I nod, thinking about the times when he would give up the last popsicle in the box to Blaire or me, or when he would keep a secret from Penelope. “How long ago was that?” 
	“A year, now,” she says. “I think I’ve fallen. He always tells me not to, because any minute he could be put on the front lines and shot dead on site. But I don’t think my heart has ever cared enough.”
	“If he’s kept you for a year, I think he’s probably just scared to admit he shares the same emotions. Trust me.” 
	“Is there any way I can get to Penelope? I feel like she might hate me.”
	“Don’t take it personally. She barely tolerates Rosalía, and I don’t know how, she’s one of the kindest people I know.”
	“Is it because I’m not from Hadith?”
	“Probably,” I nod. “Parith is one thing, but you said you were originally from Ardin?” 
	“Yes. You have no idea how much I saved to own what tiny space I had in Parith. How hard I worked to get into a school that I ultimately can’t pay for.”
	“She’ll get used to you being around, I’m sure of it,” I nod. “If you marry Rhett, you’ll be sworn into royalty, you are aware, right?”
	She nods, blinking once. Twice. “You say it like I should run while I can.”
	“You should’ve, but since you just told me you’re in love, I didn’t really want to spoil it. Being a Cline gives you more burdens than it does blessings. I’ve always secretly looked for an escape route, but those are just my teenage fantasies when I used to believe I could get away with anything.”
	“Why does everyone call you Abbi? There aren’t any Bs in your name.” Subject change noted.
	“Penelope used to call me Alli when I was a baby, and when I was learning to spell, I always put Bs instead of Ls. And it stuck,” I shrug. 
	Loud footsteps interrupt our conversation. I whip my head around to see a familiar face. It’s Sophie Roswell, one of Penelope’s advisors and head officers of the estate. “Hi, Sophie,” A grin tips my face. “Everything alright?”
	“Yes,” she returns a tight smile, a glint of discomfort on her cheeks. “Unexpected visitor. Penelope didn’t think to mention it to me until a minute ago.”
	She turns away from the room, headed towards the State Apartment, where Penelope sends all her guests without appointments. I rise from my chair, interested. We barely get company anymore, other than government officials and the army generals. 
	And in the middle of the night? That’s never happened. At least that I know of. “Does she usually have visitors at midnight?” Beth must be reading my expression. I shake my head.
	“Something must be going on. I would get back to Rhett’s room if I were you. The officers here love to gossip.”
	“Good to know,” Beth nods at me as I follow Sophie’s footsteps. I press my body against the cold door, listening for the murmurs, but all I hear is silence. I wait, curious. She can’t have already left with the guest. I shift when I hear Sophie’s voice melodically get closer and farther from the door. 
	“What does the queen have to discuss with you that’s so important?” She asks, her tone dripping with disgust. I tilt my head for the response, but they must’ve gone up the elevator, because the silence returns. Whoever it is, Sophie must passionately resent, because I’ve never heard or seen an unkind version of her. Sophie’s always been. . . Sophie. She used to have tea parties with me when I was a toddler, and that’s been the version of Sophie the estate has been stuck with. 
	Quickly, I head up the stairs, toes bouncing off each step in an energized beat. The hall to Penelope’s office is guarded, per usual. Only Michallef isn’t in position anymore, which alarms me more than it relieves me. I did that. That’s my fault. 
	In his place is Corporal Finnchim, which instantly triggers a swear under my breath. Finnchim has never tolerated any piece of the Cline children, especially me. He looks down on me as if I am just a stupid puppy, and not the next woman in line of the crown. 
	Of course, I’ll never claim the crown. It’ll be Dom, because it’s always been Dom. Rhett is technically slated for the fate of the country, but he’s made for the battlefield, and everyone knows it. Dom just possesses the perfect mentality for the job. He always had, and that’s the one thing Penelope is proud of from her children.
	“Penelope is busy,” Finnchim snaps, as soon as I approach the last stair. 
	“I didn’t ask,” I try slipping right past him, but he grabs the back of my  shirt and yanks me in the opposite direction. “I’m her daughter! I should be able to see her when I need to!”
	“Yeah, well, she’s the queen, and she’s busy.” Finnchim shoves me down the first step, and I would’ve gone flying had I not grabbed onto the railing. The prickle of pain in my side disappears the second I shoot my middle finger in the air behind me. I don’t even bother looking back, because he doesn’t deserve the attention. Goodbye sweet Michallef, huh.
	Obviously, that was all for a very specific purpose. I don’t do anything without some type of plan. I figured if I could almost easily slip in, then the visitor wouldn’t have been a big deal, but he didn’t even let me in after I tried. So this visitor is important.
	Is it a man? 
	It’s the first thing that comes to my mind. It’s actually the only thing that comes to my mind. My mother is seeing someone. There can’t be another explanation. The Hell this house would turn into if Lewis ever found out. I’d rather be in a grave than witness something like that. Penelope wouldn’t be that reckless, though. Not around Lewis. Not when she knew what he was capable of. At least I’d like to think she hasn’t lost her mind yet. 
	Regardless, I’m going to find out. I rush towards the dual staircase, and back into our bedroom hall. I can get to the east wing easily from here. I pad into Blaire’s room, listening to her snore softly into her pillow. In her desk, stuck in between two pages of her Bible is the miniature key I’m looking for. It was an expensive Bible, so of course Blaire owns it. She owns about every piece of damn literature ever recorded. 
	I shut the door as gently as I can manage behind me, and reach the end of the hall. I pull the table back, almost knocking over a dusty candle wrapped in summer garland. I catch it before it reaches the ground, hands fumbling to put it back in the gold sconce. There’s a gigantic mirror attached to the wall at the very end of the hall, and it opens into the hall behind the house. Slave quarters. Back when people had slaves, whenever that was. “I guess the world has always been a little fucked up, no matter the time period,” Blaire always said. 
	I unlock the mirror, and hit the tiny button on the wall opposite me. The chandeliers flicker dim, warm shadows into the narrow corridors ahead of me. I start my stroll to the east side of the estate, silence suffocating my ears. Rhett used to tell us this hall was haunted, and even though I stopped believing him when I was twelve, the wary feelings still linger.
	I trudge through the hall, squeezing through the most narrow parts, until the lights drift out as I reach the other end. I race to the edge where the twin mirror sits exactly as it does on the west wing, only this time, I don’t open it. The key belongs in Rhett’s room, the farthest to the east. Slowly, I slide myself against the wall, until I feel the break. I elbow the dense, obsidian colored curtain and free myself from the corridor, and into the interior walls. 
	More slender than the first hall, the interior keeps thin, cold drywall cracking at the tops. Instead of the chandeliers and rich red runner, it’s colorless and drooping. I should be getting close to Penelope’s office. It’s between the west and east hall. It’s too dark to see anywhere over six feet ahead of me, but I stop dead in my tracks when I hear that voice.
	My pulse skyrockets. “You’ve seen it yourself, your honor.”
	I freeze against the wall, blinking to make sure I’m not falling asleep. What is Apollo Dimitriadis doing here? Why is he in the estate? Where I live? And what does he have to do with Penelope?
	“Don’t pretend you are a threat to me, because not everyone is startled by your height.” I can practically hear the raised eyebrow that is complementary to Penelope’s tone. “And I don’t care what you intend to do with the request, because you, like everyone else in the RA, fall under my command. Remember, I’m asking you politely.”
	“I think we have different interpretations of polite,” Apollo murmurs. “Your men had me in a chokehold.”
	“You underestimate me. I don’t abuse the estate’s policy of xenia. I could’ve asked them to bring you to me dead,” she counters. “Keeping you alive is my xenia, so your gratitude is welcomed.”
“And if I refuse?”
“You don’t have a choice, Apollo,” she snaps. “There isn’t another option for you. I will not tolerate a native Aetherian running reckless with half a billion dollars in Parith. Your home is already packed, I had my men handle your things as soon as you stepped outside.”
“Of course you did,” he sighs. “I’ve already sworn myself to the crown right in front of you. What more can you ask of me?”
“You might’ve stated the words, but as I’ve heard, you are not a man of many promises.”
“And as I’ve heard, you’re not a woman of the truth,” Apollo retorts. Am I really hearing all of this? Is he really arguing with her? Is he stupid, or overly self-confident? Definitely a mix of both, in this case. 
“This is the end of the conversation. Remember, your refusal will result in the end of your life.”
“And you really want me doing this?”
“Want you? No. I don’t want you anywhere around the estate, but by a technicality, you are a citizen of Parith, and your loyalties lie with the crown. So also be grateful that I haven’t put you on the front lines instead. So here we are.” My mouth drops open as the realization becomes clear. This is Michallef’s replacement. Blaire was right. It’s Apollo. “Don’t mistake this as trust. The only reason I depend on you to keep her in check is because I’m holding a theoretical knife to not only your throat, but to Laeliah’s.”
Laeliah? Who is that? A girlfriend? Fiance? It has to be someone important, because Apollo is silent behind the hall. “Anything that happens to Alexandra will be on your watch starting tomorrow.”
“I don’t even get paid for this, do I?”
“Nope. Not when you’re technically a prisoner. Good luck, Dimitriadis.” The statement was perspicuously a dismissal, and Apollo must be smart enough to take it that way, because I hear the faint sound of Penelope’s spruce door clicking shut. I refrain from reacting in any way, because my mother has never been a stupid woman. She’s well aware of this hallway, and has remarkable ears. She might be able to hear me breathing if I inched any closer. Instead, I slip back through the curtain in time for the chandeliers to flutter back to life. I rush back down the interior, cutting off each step before it hits the lush runner underneath. 
I get back to the mirror and swing it open, almost forgetting to lock it before escaping towards Aubrey Hall for the second time tonight. This requires a glass of wine, if not, two. I can feel my cheeks flushing with irritation as I reminisce over Penelope’s instructions. Keep me in check? I’m an adult. I keep myself in check. I don’t need Apollo babysitting me until the war is over. Who knows how long that’s going to take? And out of all people? If I can’t even stand beside him and tolerate his presence, how am I going to survive him being my personal bodyguard?
I’m only halfway down the corridor when shadows meet my eyes. And look who it is. In a heartbeat, I’m launching myself from the threshold of Aubrey hall to a step in front of Apollo, blocking him. I jab a finger right at him, part of it poking into the tip of his chin. “Just because you fall under Penelope’s command doesn’t mean you have any type of control over me. You will have no say in what I do, and you will not discuss what I do outside of the estate with anyone at any time. Do you understand?” I stare up, testing the look of murder on him. All he does is lock his hand over my finger, shove it out of his face, and push past me, a vague eye catching my image behind him.
“Sorry, princess, but I don’t have a death wish.” 
“Don’t you fucking call me a princess!” I shuffle to keep up with him.
“If you’re going to go somewhere, you have around five hours, because I start in the morning. Don’t blame me, Cline, I’m looking forward to this as much as you are.” The look of disapproval on his face mirrors mine. 
“Well you better figure something out with Penelope, because I don’t want to have to see your face all day long.”
 “And I don’t want to have to hear your voice all day long, but here we are.”
“Good, then we can both agree on one thing.” 
“And what’s that?” His eyebrow arches, and his eyes hit mine. Large green crescents stare back at my complexion, as if I am a test he is grading. It makes me want the ground to open up and consume me whole, because being under his gaze is like being a caged bird with wings intended for soaring. 
“We can procrastinate all we want till morning,” with that, I turn on my heels. “Don’t follow me.” 
“Wasn’t planning on it.”










      






		        Chapter 9.


“Absolutely not. Are you insane?” Blaire glares daggers at Apollo’s presence at the breakfast table. Dom and Rosalía have gone back to their brand new house, and seem to have no interest in meeting my bodyguard. “Conner, you’ve got to help her,” Blaire shakes her head. “There’s no way she put an Aetherian in the house.”
“Well she did,” two pairs of daggers for eyes hit him now, but he seems to have no interest in Blaire at all. I watch him eat every morsel on his plate, like there’s some kind of hint I’m missing. 
“God, you’d think a princess would have better manners,” he shakes his head, not bothering to look up at me. I blink back, wishing he hadn’t caught me staring vulnerable. 
“Don’t call me a—”
“If you are the daughter of a queen, that makes you a princess. I’m sorry if you think otherwise, but you aren’t anything but a princess.”
“You can’t tell me who the fuck you think I am,” I rip the chair from underneath me, standing. I intend on walking straight out of the room when Penelope’s hand stops me. She appears out of thin air into the dining room with Rhett behind her. Rhett. He’s back from his departure, and seems to be fine. He’s not in uniform anymore, and the only sign of injury is a cut on the side of his forehead. I watch his face contort as he realizes we have a guest. He opens his mouth to speak, but it snaps shut when Penelope so much as glances in his direction.
“Sit back down, Abbi,” she says, as if lecturing a misbehaving child. That’s what everyone is acting like. As if I’m a misbehaving child. Hot anger splashes into my stomach as I pull my chair back out. This cannot be happening. 
Apollo finally glances in my direction, his eyes tracking me like I’m not up to his merit. I keep up the grimace, because he doesn’t deserve any other expression from me right now. 
“What’s he doing here?” Rhett’s voice remains steady as he sits down in the calmest manner. How is he not bothered? How does he just sit like that? Like this is normal.
“I expect you to be civil, Abbi,” Penelope ignores Rhett, gaze narrowed specifically at me. “No matter what issues the two of you have. Apollo is sworn to the crown, he is not an Ardin enemy. He is one of ours. Treat him that way, I will not accept any ill-considered bickering.”
Rhett puts it together. “He’s Michallef’s replacement.”
“You’d be correct,” Penelope nods. 
“How do you trust him?” Blaire won’t give up the glower. “How do you honestly expect us to trust him?”
“He hasn’t done anything to deceive the country. He wouldn’t be here right now if he did, now would he?” This time, her eyes meet his, and there’s a truce in the battle field. Apollo falls silent under her gaze. That just about sells it. Penelope not only has control over him, but over his lover. What was her name? Leah? Laya? Something like that. He’s only protecting me because he’s protecting her first. Wonderful. Although, it doesn’t make much sense, because Apollo doesn’t seem like the type for love and sunshine. Not that I know anything about him. But I know enough. More than enough, maybe. 
“I don’t need a babysitter,” I blink at Penelope, one breath in, one breath out. I can get through a conversation with my mother without yelling, or losing my temper. 
“Babysitter is the last thing I am,” Apollo interrupts.
“I wasn’t talking to you,” I snap, venom dripping in my voice. 
“He’s neither your babysitter, nor your bodyguard. He’s an RA officer. He works for me, not you. He doesn’t take any orders from you, Abbi. I’ve assigned him to keep a strict eye on you, since you can’t seem to follow my simplest of directions, and I don’t have time for your nuisance arrangements.”
“How long is he going to be keeping an eye on me, then?”
“As long as Ardin refuses to surrender.” That could take ten years, for all we know. I cross my arms to avoid doing anything stupid with them, like swinging at Apollo. It’s not his direct fault, I guess. But I’m still happy to pin the blame on him. 
“He’s not living here, is he?” Blaire stands up with her empty plate, heading towards the sink. 
“He’s an RA officer for the crown.” Penelope reminds her. “He lives and works for the Hadith Estate.”
“Then I’m moving out,” Blaire drops her plate into the sink and exits the room. 
“Excuse the dramatics. She’s next on my list of disciplines,” Penelope turns towards Apollo. Disciplines? That’s what I am on her list? The anger seers onto my face like a sharp piece of glass. My cheeks burn with her words, and the unbearable feeling that Apollo is hearing every piece of them. “Get ready, Abbi. We have to be at the rotunda by ten thirty.”
I stand, desperate for an escape from this room. It seems to be shrinking right before my eyes, and with each inch we lose, I become increasingly aware of how close Apollo is to me. Just the fact that he’s standing here, standing in my house, where I live. I feel so. . . so exposed. 
I refrain from slamming the door behind me as I walk out. I can’t let Penelope have that satisfaction. She hasn’t won this battle yet. 
I’m not sure what to wear, and had my morning not been interrupted, I would’ve already had it figured out by now. I pull out a pair of old black stilettos and a short black dress to match. I quickly pull my hair into a messy up-do, rolling rich eyeliner from the corner of my eyelid. I hold a light gaze in the mirror, making sure the dress fits in all the right places, before begrudgingly opening up the door. They let us change into uniforms for class. As expected, Apollo is waiting with Rhett downstairs. I emerge on the railing staring down at the two of them. “You do a thing to her, and you’re mine to kill,” Rhett’s tense fists already suggest his guard is up with Apollo invading the room. He wouldn’t be the only one. 
“Is your family usually this violent? You’ll have to step in line, because your mother and sister are already waiting.”
“I think I can handle myself, thank you, Rhett,” I call over the banister. Apollo’s eyes flicker over my face, my hair, my dress. My blood rushes to my cheeks as his stare presses an unfamiliar weight against my chest. 
Blaire rounds the corner. “Get down here already, we’re going to be late!” She stumbles to throw a heel on.
“There’s nothing wrong with being late,” Apollo leans against the wall, crossing his arms over his chest. Oh no. That was just the wrong thing to say. Blaire’s head whips up and the hatred flaming on her face is evident.
	“Nobody asked you to open your fucking mouth, Dimitriadis,” she shoves him with her shoulder as she rushes past. Lewis always had this obsession with being on time. It’s always about respect, and reputations, and all things a man should care about when all eyes in the room are on him. 
And so he used to punish us for being late to anywhere. Blaire got the most of it, because when you’re with her, inevitably, you’re always late to every occasion. No matter how many times I think she would’ve learned her lesson, somehow, she always manages to fall behind schedule. 
Lewis is the reason I’m so good at time keeping. Actually, Lewis is the reason I’m so good at a lot of things. Being on time, not talking out of place, not interrupting, not asking stupid questions, I could go on.
Blaire is just one of those people who is fueled by instruction and control. If she’s told to do something, it’ll make her want to do it less, even if it was hurting her. I guess I’m one of those people too— unless Lewis Cline is giving the instructions. I know when to shut my mouth in front of him, and not because I respect him. I would never respect a man who breaks the woman he is supposed to be in love with. It is out of sheer trepidation that I act as I do in front of Lewis. Rbehett’s eyes meet mine with flecks of apprehension. 
I walk down the stairs, and refuse to acknowledge Apollo as an officer wraps a hand around the cold iron door handle. Blaire is already gone, and Rhett’s car waits for him in the loop. But mine appears to be missing, and in its place sits a shiny new pearly white breezer. 
“No!” I turn to the officer standing at the door. “This is not happening.”
“Too bad,” Apollo lifts his hand and shakes the keys.’
“On a date,” I snap. “I’m driving myself! I’m more than capable. What ever happened to independent women?”
“Just get in the car, Abbi,” he sighs, unlocking it between his fingers and throwing the driver’s seat door open.
“Don’t call me Abbi.” It seems too natural, too friendly. It breaks down the brick wall we’ve built between the two of us, and I have absolutely no intentions on bringing it down. 
“Enlighten me, then. What am I supposed to call you? You aren’t a princess, you don’t have a name, you—”
“Alexandra will work,” I interrupt.
“Get in the goddamn car, Alexandra.”
I slam the door as I slide into the convertible. He starts driving immediately after, not even waiting for me to get situated and buckle my seatbelt. “You know I didn’t ask for this job, right,” He focuses on the road ahead of us as we fall away from the drive. I don’t dare gaze up at him, his jade eyes and warm, summery skin. 
“I’m still allowed to hate you.”
“I didn’t chastise your opinion, relax. I’m just letting you know, you may be the daughter of Penelope, but that doesn’t mean you don’t also fall under the crown. What she wants becomes what you want, and what I want becomes her weapon.”
“And what do you want,” I challenge, expecting him to name the girl Penelope used to threaten him. 
“The short answer is survival.” The wind flicks my hair into my face as the hot, June sun beats down on me, sending sweat to my shoulder blades. 
“I don’t want the short answer,” I reply. 
“We’re not getting familiar, Cline,” his hand falls to the volume control of the radio, and he blares music. Que taken. I slump back in my seat, leather sticking to my bare legs. If he wants it that way, fine. Two can play that game, if we’re going to be stuck with each other until the end of this bloody war. 
We park in front of the rotunda, and Apollo tosses the keys to valet, adjusting his shirt as he gets up. I follow, and can’t help but stare. He holds the massive iron door as we descend inside. “Penelope wouldn’t let you sit in the box, now would she?” I ask, praying she wouldn’t go that far. 
“No, but combat has lunch in ten minutes,” he gazes up at the clock rounding the smooth architecture of the walls. I realize how natural Apollo looks in here as we head for the elevator. He blends in so well with the marble and art. He could very well be a Greek god, enjoying wine and olives on Mount Olympus, for all I know. Shit, wasn’t Apollo the literal name of a Greek god? If only he was blond. 
“Wait,” I pull him back from the crowd. “Follow me. We’ll take the clearance elevator.”
“There’s a clearance elevator here?”
“I’m surprised they haven’t let you use it. So much for an Olympic celebrity.” Usually, Olympic winners earn a spot in the high aristocratic seats, and get privileges. Apollo is a little different, though, and all of Hadith and Parith treat him that way. He’s Aetherian. They might have given him money and a mansion in Parith, but he’s still an Aetherian. That’s probably one of the reasons Penelope imprisoned him for this job. She wants to be able to control him before he leads the streets of Parith in rebellion or something. It must’ve been a real win-win for her. 
I swipe my key card over the dark scantron to bring the elevator to service. It dings almost immediately, and opens. Apollo damn near rolls his eyes when he sees the swaying chandelier. “Penelope has a minor obsession,” I explain.
“Minor?” He questions, eyebrows knitting. 
The dining hall under the rotunda is almost as spacious as Aubrey Hall. As soon as I grab my food from the straggling line, I scan the tables for Caleb, but Apollo is right behind me, hand connecting to my back. He pushes me forward, towards a table on the opposite side. 
I recoil from his touch, even though it sends a spiral down my throat and into my stomach. “If you think I’m sitting with you, you’re insane.”
“That’s the other thing,” he leans in, his lips an inch away from my ear. His proximity shoots an unwanted energy to my pulse. “Penelope told me about your little friend from Praedia. She gave me orders to keep you away from him.”
“She did not,” I snap. “I listened to the entire conversation!”
“You eavesdropped, which is different from being a part of the discussion. You must not have heard the first part, darling, otherwise, you wouldn’t have asked the question in the car.”
“I’m not sitting with you!”
“You don’t have to. All I ask is that you don’t sit with him.”
“I’m not taking orders from you.”
“Come on, Abbi, we’ve got to compromise somewhere.” 
I realize stalling was the wrong choice, because the empty seats beside Caleb are all filled, and Apollo’s little distraction had a purpose. All I can do is offer him a death glare and my middle finger as I sit next to Blaire and Jo. “What’s up with that?” Jo asks, catching the lingering irritation in my eyes. She eyes Apollo tentatively. He’s still getting food at the front. I shake my head, but Blaire blurts it before I can.
“Penelope put him on roll. He’s Abbi’s babysit—bodyguard.”
“Bodyguard? Apollo Dimitriadis is your bodyguard?” Jo’s eyes widen and her jaw drops.
“No,” I purse my lips, throwing a dirty look in Blaire’s direction. “You have to stop with the false advertising, Blaire.” I turn to Jo to explain further. “Penelope put him on the roll because she doesn’t want him free within our borders, mansion and half a billion dollars in his hand. He replaced Micallef, swore himself to the crown, etcetera.”
“Swore himself to the crown? He’s an Aetherian!”
“Traitor, now,” I shrug. “Even if his beliefs don’t line up with ours, it doesn’t matter. He answers to Penelope.”
“And now what? He’s watching your every move?” Jo stares as he proceeds to grab his tray and walk up the aisle— towards us.
“And reporting it to Mom. It’s just because she wants me away from Caleb.”
“Is he seriously joining us?” Blaire curses.
“Looks like it,” Jo scoots closer to me as he and three others approach. 
“I already told you! I’m not sitting with you,” I protest, as he slides in across from us. 
“Take it up with your mother, not me. She insisted I dine with you for each meal. She thinks it’ll settle our differences.”
“She must be stupid,” Blaire mutters. I recognize the three other rebels he’s brought with him. Levi Webster, Micheal Garraet, and Lily Motts. They’re all from our team, which makes the situation a little more bearable. Lily offers me a sympathetic smile, but that’s all I get from any of them. 
“I hope we’re doing drills today,” Levi says, popping a blueberry in his mouth. “I’m looking forward to kicking his ass.” His eyes darken as he glares across the table at somebody.
“Who’s?” Lily follows his gaze, then smirks.
“He doesn’t stand a chance,” Micheal says, before I realize they’re all talking about my brother. Rhett sits at the table across from us with a couple other younger lieutenants. I open my mouth to defend him, but realize it’s not my conversation, because they’re all turned away from us. The only connecting link is a quiet Apollo, who’s staring at the bruise on Blaire’s shoulder from last night. Shit. I should’ve told her to rub makeup on it before we left. 
“Strip away the uniform, and he’s nothing but a safe, harbored prince who’s never been away from home longer than a year,” Micheal continues.
“Not to mention the uniform does nothing for his ass,” Lily mutters.
“I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear that,” Blaire chimes as she continues to tell Jo about the latest housewife gossip throughout Somerset. She lives for other people’s drama, just never her own. Isn’t that how it always works? 
“The adults are talking,” Micheal quips in an all too condescending tone. Blaire grimaces. If it’s one thing she hates, it’s being called a child. Though that’s exactly what she is, being the youngest has always made her want to speed up any type of childhood she got. 
“Careful. I wouldn’t piss her off, she’s been grouchy, lately. Do you need an early bedtime, Blaire?” Apollo asks.
“Fuck. You.” I can tell she’s holding onto the last shred of patience for the day, because she’s ready to jump out of her seat and walk away again. “And don’t talk to me,” she turns away, facing Jo and me. 
“Don’t be an asshole,” I murmur, glaring for the twentieth time today, it feels. “And you didn’t have to bring your friends over here, either.”
“If you’re allowed friends, so am I,” he argues, gesturing to Jo. I don’t bother retorting, because he simply doesn’t deserve my time. Instead, I sigh and turn to focus on Jo’s conversation. It’s going to be a long year.







			






			


   
Chapter 10.



Somehow, we manage through lunch, even with Micheal and Levi sending me looks of wished murder upon me. Right before we head to our class, Apollo disappears down the hall, out of sight. Where is he going?
I’m tempted to follow, but I feel Rhett’s eyes on me as the rest of us file into the room. That’s right, I guess. Feed us, then immediately after have us fight each other. Ridge is already creating brackets for us, just like the actual tournaments in the games. The only difference is the losers don’t die— yet. “Alright, everyone,” he calls, as we climb the replica of the cavea hundreds of feet above us. “I’ve arranged the bracket so that the first half of you will drill today, and the second half will drill tomorrow. Consider this first your non-consequential assessment of the season.”
I sit beside Jo and Blaire, scanning the rest of the seats for any sign of Apollo. “Do you see him anywhere?” I whisper to Blaire, who points a couple rows ahead, where Caleb sits.
“Yeah, he’s sitting with his date, who noticeably is not you. How do you honestly expect to make appearances in his bed if you don’t even have the nerve to speak to him,” she lectures.
“Not Caleb. Apollo. He disappeared.” I sigh, trying to ignore the fact that my sixteen year old sister is giving me dating advice. Shouldn’t be happening, but sadly, it is. Caleb is a matter I’ve set aside since our argument, and since Michallef was fired. Now, with Penelope threatening Apollo, I sure as Hell won’t get a chance to speak with him alone anytime soon. I at least need to once, before he leaves.
“I don’t give a fuck where that man goes. You shouldn’t either, this might be one of your only moments of freedom.”
“Who are you fighting today?” I change the subject. “No clue. Some scrawny little boy named Ryan.”
“Ryan Hastite?”
“How is it that you know everyone in the entire country?”
	“Don’t underestimate him. I’ve never known him to be a little boy. He kicks some ass while sparring.”
“Again, it’s unfair that you know everyone. Uh-oh,” she squints at the bracket across from her. “Why would you worry about me when you’re up against Garraet?”
	“Garraet?” My heart leaps. Broad muscles, probably even taller than Apollo, and a complete weapon on the mat. What am I supposed to do with that? “He’s wanted to murder me since preschool,” I sigh, head slumping against my hand. “But bring it on, I guess.”
“I’ll be sure to buy popcorn,” she jokes. 
“First on the mat today: Alex Forolli, Webber Dawson,” Ridge calls, and two boys stand from their seats. 
“Isn’t that the guy you were with opening night?” I ask, spying the gold curls at the top of his head. She nods.
“He’s real nice, by the way. Not that I believe in dating before you turn twenty-five.” And why is that? I don’t know, probably because everyone has a chance of dying at the RA Olympics. 
“Each of you were taught a set of skills last year if you attended, and it should set you up well for sparring this year. The two of you set the bar for todays’ matches, so no pressure. Nothing I can do will prepare you for the matches in the rotunda. Out there, it’s a fight for your breath and life. It’s a fight to the death. One of you is not coming out alive, and so far, you all have been undefeated so far.”
The what? Two-fifty of us? Combat starts when you’re thirteen. At thirteen, there were around eight hundred. By the time I’m pardoned, there could be around seventy-five. Who would make it? Out of all of us? Who would be that last twenty percent? “Prove yourself on these mats, and you’ll have a chance in the rotunda.” Ridge gestures for the boys to take their places on the mat. 
“I’m spared. I go tomorrow,” she tugs at one of her French braids, inspecting the board. “Dimitriadis is going against someone named Caspar Darnim. Do you have any idea who that is?”
No way. I stare, trying to find his name on the board to make sure she’s not imagining things. “Yes, actually,” I nod. “He’s been in our house. You wouldn’t know, you were in the deepest sleep of your life, apparently.”
“Don’t tell me he’s an ex of yours.”
“Not what I was talking about. He’s in the same unit as Rhett, and one night during a battle in Edith, Rhett came home carrying a bloody Caspar with him. Hillary stitched him up, but he was dying. He would’ve died. He left as soon as Caspar’s breath was steady, without saying a word to me. I watched the whole thing on the staircase.”
“Nobody ever thought to mention this to me?”
“Like I said, deepest sleep in the world. Everyone except you was awake.” Alex flips his opponent down in the center of the room with a quick umpf.
“What’s he have to do with Dimitriadis?”
“Rivalry, apparently. The man blatantly hates Apollo.”
“Why?”
	“Blaire, I couldn’t tell you. Men are stupid, therefore hate each other for stupid reasons. Caspar probably convinced Rhett to put them against each other.”
“Rhett doesn’t make those decisions.”
“Really? Tell me how you ended up with that scrawny little boy, then?”
She sighs. “Maybe he has an influence, but Ridge definitely has final decisions.” 
“Tap out,” Alex waits for his opponent to squirm away in defeat, and the match is over. There are about four more we have to sit through before I hear my name. Wonderful. I adjust the uniform quickly, twisting my bun tighter. 
Micheal is on the mat before me, no doubt looking forward to this particular match. Those muscles suggest he’s spent hours in the gym, but I pretend not to be fazed. “I’m not scared of your title, Cline,” his eyes meet mine, an intense passion for bloodlust in them. “I could care less about what the queen wants.”
“I would expect nothing less from an Aetherian.” I shift, waiting for Ridge’s cue. I find Rhett off to the side with Lieutenant Harlowe and Ridge. He nods at me with a look of faith I savor every moment on. Rhett believes in me for once. 
“Begin,” Ridge nods, holding two fingers up. I don’t hold back. The first fifteen seconds of a fight are everything.  We circle once, then I swing before he has time to make any moves. He catches my fist and swoops down. Damn, he’s better than I estimated. But I know he weighs at least sixty pounds more than me, so this won’t be anything near the challenge I’ll face in the rotunda. The moves I make mirror his, because he’s found the upper hand, and he won’t let go of it. I push him back a step towards the edge of the mat, then another, pressing my weight into his shoulders. He rocks back onto his heels, but recovers quickly.
In one swift motion, he tosses me down just by the wrist. Pain explodes into my arm as he rips me down. A second later, his weight is pinning mine. No, I can’t let him have this one. Daggers. The daggers in my sheath are waiting for me. His fists already balled, and he isn’t letting me go anywhere, but I’ve still got space to free my arms. My fingers grip around the hilt of my silver one, a jade wedged in the center. The illegal one Dom had. It’s mine now. 
A sudden burst of pain sends fire through my entire body as a ring on Micheal’s finger cuts into my lip as he punches. Blood splatters onto the mat, and I can only watch. I clench every muscle in my gut to keep from reacting in pain, and swipe the dagger from its sheath. His fingers hitch along mine, shaking his head as if he knew I was waiting. Another blow to my nose, another stinging pain that twists tears in the corners of my eyes, even though it’s not even that bad. I need to get his other hand off of me somehow, so I can use the dagger. 
I plant the back of my legs into the ground as stiff as I can and knee him in the stomach, using every bit of force I have.  He hinges off of me, and I scramble to grasp the upper hand. I pull the dagger from its sheath, and roll to face him. I let it poke right into Micheal’s chin. He recognizes it immediately, hazel eyes widening. “That’s illegal,” he hisses, trying to tug it away. I hold firm and press enough pressure for blood. He gasps and shuts up. 
“Yeah, well, say anything and see what happens to that pretty mouth of yours,” I slant the blade upward, to his lips. “Shame those lips could go to waste. We wouldn’t want that happening, now would we?”
He’s silent for a moment, a moment he doesn’t have to spare, because I knock him off of me and lock him to the ground. He tried to roll, but I already saw it coming, so I use my boot against his chest, lowering my fists. “Tap out, Garraet.”
“You wish,” he tosses my boot up, despite how grounded I tried to make myself. The dagger falls from my grasp as he pushes me back with his weight, and he dives for it on his knees. 
	I yank it away from him before he reaches it, and he stands, bolting for me. I duck under his first fist, catch his second, and twist him down on the third. He launches to the ground and this time I’m the one pinning him. “Didn’t see this happening, did you? Stay humble, babe.” 
The dagger hits his chin again, and this time, he’s too angry to play. His arms are twisting under me, but I keep them both down with my left hand, pressuring the dagger against his skin, drawing blood bit by bit. “Tap. Out.”
“You can’t kill me,” he manages, through the tension in his jaw.
“You’re right,” I shrug, and the tip of the dagger hits far enough for him to hit my arm three times. I beam, jumping up.
As soon as the dagger is hidden in my sheath, and I’m back on my feet, I realize I’ve created a silent audience. They’re all watching intently, like it was a real match in the rotunda. 
From the corner of my eye, I spot a familiar face. My head whips around, and our eyes meet. Apollo stands against the pillar, arms crossed over his chest, his face a shadow of, wait— is that admiration?
Shit. Have I just impressed him?



“I’m disappointed. I thought since you seem to know everything about this place, you’d know where the best food is hiding,” Apollo stares at his half eaten burger as he simply cannot consume it. You’d think for being a poor Aetherian most of his life, he’d be more grateful. 
“I don’t ever want to hear you say you’re disappointed in anything I do for you. Thanks to me, you live in the most expensive house in the country.”
“Last time I checked, you weren’t doing this for me,” Apollo nods to my food. After an afternoon in combat uniforms and analyzing our opponents strengths and weaknesses, I came back to the box, only for Penelope to order me to get dinner with Apollo. Reluctantly, I obliged, because what else could I have done. Nevertheless, Apollo’s right. I’m not doing any of this for him. 
“Look who’s talking. Lord knows you’re not doing any of this for me, either.”
“At least I’m not complaining,” he shrugs. I could choose to tell him I’ve heard him complaining a countless amount of times, but I keep my mouth shut for the sake of being civilized. I don’t know why, but I feel like we’re in a constant competition to see who can piss each other off more. As competitive as I am, I think it’s safe to say he’s winning this one. 
“So if you’re an RA officer, don’t you get a uniform?” I gaze down at his t-shirt and casual combat trousers he still hasn’t had a chance to change out of. Not that they look bad on him. I’m not sure if anything would look bad on him, honestly. There’s no denying it. The man is gorgeous. That only makes me loathe him twenty times more, because how could somebody so handsome be so damn irritating? 
“Penelope told me I don’t need one,” he shrugs, and pops a fry into his mouth, then grimaces. “Come on Abbi, this is basically torture. You did it on purpose.”
“Stop. There is nothing wrong with your food. Mine is fine, and I’ve grown up on estate dining.”
	“Try one,” he pushes his basket towards me.
	“How determined are you to prove me wrong,” I sigh, taking one from his basket. 
	Surprise, surprise, I’m wrong yet again. The fry turns to mush in between my teeth, and remains insipid, even with the promising specks of pepper on them. Despite wanting to wash my mouth out after, I nod in indifference. “It’s fine. Get over it.”
	“Liar. You hate them, too. I could see it on your face.”
	“You couldn’t see shit on my face. Stop pretending you know me, Dimitriadis.”
	“Are we really arguing over a bucket of fries?” He tilts his head, eyebrow raised. I refrain from playing a you started it card, because that’s for children who get sent to the principal's office for not getting along. 
	“Does it bother you? The fact that you don’t have a uniform?”
	“No. I’d prefer not to be seen supporting the family who ruins families for entertainment.”
	“We don’t ruin families,” I cross my arms. “You make us sound like we’re a big, scary villain.”
	“Because you are,” his eyes narrow, as if he can’t believe what he’s hearing. “God, I’m not sure whether to blame you or not, because your senses are so withered down by the government.”
	“My senses are not withered,” I scoff, making an effort to sound offended. What’s that even supposed to mean? All of my senses are perfectly intact. He doesn’t have a place to speak about the RA’s government decisions when his people forged a war on us, killing almost a million people in the last year and a half. I’m about to inform him about it when a figure creeps up behind me. 
“Oh hey, Abbi. I was meaning to talk to you yesterday but you were—” Caleb’s mouth shuts the second he spies Apollo sitting across from me. You can’t be serious. “I’m sorry,” he frowns at Apollo as if he’s imagining it. 
Apollo returns the glare. “So this is Caleb,” he asks me, in the tone I suspected he’d use. 
“I’m sorry,” Caleb repeats, hands falling to his sides. “Do you know who this is?” His words are clipped, clearly annoyed by the new presence. I turn to face Caleb, offering him a light smile. 
“It’s good to see you. Apollo, I’ll be right back.”
I get up without looking over my shoulder, because maybe it’ll calm the confusion in Caleb’s eyes. Apollo doesn’t say anything as I walk back into the rotunda with him. We stop as soon as we’re away from the restaurant, and he pins me with a hypercritical glare. “Are you on a date with him?”
“No, of course not. He’s my— whatever. It’s a long story, and it’s not important. The important part is we’re not on a date, don’t worry about him. You said you wanted to talk to me,” I try switching subjects, knowing it’s almost useless. 
“How did you end up eating dinner with him, then? Just decided to chit-chat? Abbi, do you know who this man is?”
“It doesn’t concern you, I promise. Trust me, I wish I wasn’t eating with him as much as you do. But what did you want to tell me about? I’m not going to have much time. Penelope found out about me leaving.”
“What?”
	“Not right now! Just speak.”
“They moved the drafting date. My training starts the second week of July.”
	“The second week?” I blink. “No. Caleb. . .” My heart sinks into my stomach. It’s real. He’s leaving. My Caleb. The boy I’ve chased after since sixth grade. He recognizes the loss in my eyes, and pulls me into a welcoming hug. I wrap my arms around him, breathe my friendly childhood in. “It’s not fair that they’re making you do this. It makes me so angry,” I whisper, even though that’s already obvious. I just want to hear myself say it. 
“I know. But there’s really nothing you can do about it,” he pulls a hand to my cheek, fingers lingering. “You’ve got to understand at one point, not everyone is going to agree with you. Not everyone is going to let you do what you want.”
“But it’s not right!” I throw a light fist across his chest. “It’s everything your beliefs go against. It’s not fair to you, or your parents. If you die on the battlefield. . .”
“I’m not going to die,” he shakes head. “Don’t spend the summer thinking about that. I’m going to be alright.”
“I already have a brother to worry about, now you. And I won’t even know if something happens to you.”
“Abbi, stop. Nothing will happen to me,” he tucks my fingers against his, squeezing his hand. “I promise I’ll send you things.”
“The RA regulates them, though. Most everything gets censored these days.”
“It doesn’t matter. I’ll still write, or call when I can. And don’t worry. I’ll make sure I see you whenever I can.”
“I didn’t see Rhett until this week, when all battles had ceased. They won’t let you go.”
“We’ll talk about it later.”
“Later? There is no later, you leave in three weeks, and Penelope won’t let me out of the house.”
“I’ll talk to you in class, then. Okay. I don’t want to interrupt your— whatever you’re. . .” he trails away, and I notice he’s staring at Apollo, who’s still waiting for me inside the restaurant with an unreadable expression. His eyes are narrowed on Caleb like he’s holding a gun to my forehead. 
“It’s not a date,” I snap, head whipping back around. “Long story short, Penelope hired him to keep an eye on me.”
“So he’s your bodyguard?”
“Absolutely not. He’s an RA officer who’s been asked to keep an eye on me, as Penelope would put it.”
“Find me after class, alright?” 
“I’ll try. If not, talk to me before I have to leave. I don’t want this to be the only goodbye I get.”
“I will, don’t worry.” I wave before I walk back into the restaurant. Apollo’s face is still unreadable, eyes narrowed on the spot where Caleb was standing as if he had actually threatened me. 
“Relax,” I sit back down. “Caleb’s Praedian.”
“So I’ve heard,” he cocks an eyebrow, tone dropping into something icy. “Doesn’t mean anything.”
I shake my head. “Trust me, if you met his family, you’d come to the conclusion that they just might’ve created peace itself.” His parents are the two sweetest people I know to be alive. Drafting Caleb to the army would be the last thing his family needed, especially right now. 
“Then why is Penelope keeping you from him?”
“Because he’s not from Hadith or Parith. But he’s my best friend. And I need you to do something for me.”
“Not happening. I don’t normally do things for people.”
“Untrue. You are a human being, I’m sure of it. No matter how unemotional you want to sit here and appear to be, I know you have to know what friendship is. That’s why I’m asking you to let me go when I want to go.” I inhale a deep breath and wait for him to respond, and for the mask to melt. But his expression remains stagnant, and he only leans in further, sighing as if I’m an inconvenienced child he’s being forced to babysit.
“Listen to me, Abbi. I don’t know whose dick you were sucking to get you—”
“That’s none of your business,” I shut it down before it starts. 
“Hm. I disagree, because isn’t that what ended my ass up on your porch step in the first place?”
I try coming up with an argument against it, but slam into a brick wall and fail. He inches closer again, expression only intensifying. “You may have every problem with me, Alexandra, but if I were you, I would keep them to myself, because this was solely brought on by you. Everything we have here,” he points between the two of us, eyes scouring me as if to pinpoint every flaw, “everything could’ve been well avoided.” He stands, and without a word, ducks out of the restaurant, leaving me alone. 
Stunned is an understatement. I contemplate going after him, finding something stupid to argue about, but that’s too petty, even for me. The frustration of the absent satisfaction from winning an argument is palpable. Normally, when I fight over something, I fight over it with my life. But here I am, completely speechless.
When I make my way back through the rotunda, Apollo is nowhere to be seen. I’m surprised how much it conflicts my feelings. The more relieved I feel, the more restless I get. The more I think about it, the more I find words for him. 
Within the folds of the crowd, I spot Blaire and a bunch of school girls running around, playing some game against the railing. 
“Awe no, I can’t give you both a piggy-back at once,” she tells what’s gotta be a six year old, who’s already perched upright on her back. The girl pulls on Blaire’s braid and laughs.
“I thought you said you were so strong you could lift all four of us,” she giggles. 
Blaire has always had this odd soft spot in her heart for kids. I guess it’s just natural to her, because Heaven knows it’s not an inherited skill from either of her parents. She tells me that if she had never been Penelope’s daughter, she would’ve grown up to be a teacher. I seriously believe it. She used to babysit a couple of our mom’s favorite cabinet member’s kids. Voluntarily. 
Despite being good with kids, she’s always hated the idea of having children of her own. Although, I’m still not exactly sure if it’s because denying Penelope an heir to the crown is her way of rebellion or if the birth process just traumatized her out of any hope of a peaceful pregnancy. I think it’s a slight mixture of both. Penelope always told her as she got older, she’d change her mind. But with Blaire, who the hell ever knows? 
She waves me over when she sees me. “Your stalker just passed, if that’s who you’re looking for. He looked as grumpy as fu–” she refrains from cursing with the kids, which I’ll give her brownie points for, because it’s a rare form of self-control for her. 
“Wasn’t looking for him, anyway,” I scowl at her assumption.
“Don’t get all upset. I’m not the one looking at him doe-eyed.”
“Please tell me that’s not what I look like.”
“Not in front of him, no. But when you were staring on opening night—”
“That was way before he opened his mouth in front of me,” I tell her. The girl on Blaire’s back reaches out to touch a strand of my hair.
“You have a pretty hair color,” she murmurs.
I smile, turning to face her, pulling the grown-woman-talking-to-a-small -child demeanor. “So do you, girl. Natural gold, I’m jealous.”
She gasps, a wide smile flickering onto her face. “A princess? Jealous?”
“You’re lucky, Violet,” Blaire says. “She’s not normally nice to people. She must like you, because I’ve never heard her compliment me before.”
Violet giggles again, wrapping her arms around Blaire’s neck. “That’s because you’re so mean,” she responds, which is followed by another braid tug. 
“I’m headed to the box, in case he comes back. It’s my only escape.”
“Tell Penelope I went out for food, since, you know, I wasn’t invited to anyone else’s dinner,” she sighs. Dom and Rosalía went out half an hour before I did, and Rhett and Beth disappeared right after classes ended. 
“You should be grateful you weren’t a part of mine,” I mutter under my breath, as my heels click against the fine marble stairs.






		






















	Chapter 11.



The Paragon is a scene of smoke and shadow at this hour. I hold my posture to keep the hood from slipping, because finding a royal here would be the last piece of gossip I ever heard before my funeral. It’s just past midnight, and I’m not even sure how I got out of the estate without being seen, but I decided to walk to the metro. It’s half a mile from the estate drive. As rural as we like to pretend Hadith Estate is, it’s really not. Taking a walk to the Alcott is the closest you’re going to get to rural.
People slip past me in a rush, calling out in Old Fírian, a language that’s become so foreign to me I barely understand it anymore. The Paragon is a traditional Fírian market, all of which were banned from the RA soon after we gained our independence from Fíra. This is where all of the Cline children come to buy every illegal item. It’s where Blaire gets her books, where Dom gets his weapons, where Rhett gets his supposed stash of pills. 
When I was a teenager, I used to trade jewelry, exchanging my diamond jewels for Romani earrings and sugar beads. I haven’t gone in so long, though, that I don’t even know what I want anymore. The main reason I’m here now is because I need a break. I need a break from Penelope, from Blaire, and God do I need to get away from a certain someone. It’s only been a day and I already need an escape. Immediately, as soon as I step away from the property, it’s like I can breathe easier. The air doesn’t envelope around my lungs and suck my breath right out of me. 
Colorful fabrics of market tents sway in the breeze, as I hear someone sing folklore into the grime of old Parith streets. Unlike the rest of Parith, the east side is an utter, ratchet mess. Soot scrapes against my boots as I press them into the muddy cobblestone below me. My footsteps create an eerie melody against the Paragon’s distant setting. I step into the chaos, taking a breath.
Someone calls into the crowd, holding up coins rarely used anymore. “I’ll buy a carpet,” I think she yells, but she’s speaking too fast for me to comprehend. A man points to her and pulls her aside, showing her towards a tent.
“I’ll give you twenty,” I hear someone bargain, offering a hand of aces. 
“That’s not enough,” I translate a woman’s deep voice. I watch her shake her head sympathetically, pushing the consumer’s eager hand away. “Expensive material, friend.”
I pass an auction, someone bidding off some old piece of technology. It looks like a radio, maybe. A priest drawing a crowd in with his sermon, a woman holding out some kind of street food, prusauding every person who so much as breathes in her proximity. 
I run my thumb over a bunch of floral patterned blankets, skirts, and dresses. Just intaking the Paragon’s aromas calms my senses. The bounce in my step softens, the sharp beat of my heart begins to steady. I feel a hand brush against my elbow, and turn to face a barefoot little boy in dirt stained clothes, holding out a black, wooden box. He murmurs something in  Fírian, his tone more of a plea than a question. 
“I’m sorry,” the tips of my fingers touch my heart, as I fumble to remember what little of the language I was taught. I’ve mostly learned from hearing broken bits and pieces of it uttered from Rhett when I used to come here with him as a girl. “I didn’t bring money today. I’m not here to buy.”
He shakes his head and pulls up his sleeve, revealing an image in splotched ink. I gasp in recognition. “You’re a messenger?”
Despite the language barrier, he nods. “Important for the royal family,” he adds in English. “Mariam said it was for Dominik.”
“Mariam? You know Mariam?” Mariam Noveck is the only person I’ve ever known who calls Dom by his real name. Mom doesn’t even call him Dominik. The only place I’ve seen it is on his birth certificate and legal documents. The boy nods again, staring up at me with two black stars for eyes.
“She said it was to be handed to him directly, but I have not seen him here in months.”
“I’ll get it to him,” I nod, taking it from the boy. He thanks me in  Fírian, then runs back off, leaving me wondering what Dom would have to do with a messenger, what could be in this box that would need to be delivered in the Paragon, from a Messenger. Something extremely illicit, that’s what. 
Before I have any time to open it up and look, a shadow fills my view and immediately my heart jumps into my throat. I barely turn before I’m knocking right into Apollo. I collide right into his chest and feel his rigid muscles contract, but he barely stumbles back half a step before pushing me back upwards. 
I sigh, letting the frustration steam out of me in pieces. “Careful now, princess. Wouldn’t want that hood falling,” he murmurs, alluding to the irony of him and the messenger both recognizing me, with or without the hood.
“Go ahead. Arrest me,” I hold my hands, as if waiting for him to get out an imaginary pair of handcuffs out. 
“For which of your crimes, exactly? Being in a black market, or leaving the house without notice?”
“Well, you noticed, apparently.”
“Nothing goes unnoticed on my watch.”
“Right, because you’ve got the queen of the RA up your ass. How come you didn’t stop me?”
“I was curious,” he admits. “I thought I would’ve ended up following you to Praedia. Instead I find you. . . here.” He stares around. “This is the last place I thought you’d be.” 
“Why? Because it’s not regal and feminine? It’s not a party with fine dining and charming men?”
“No. Simply because it goes against your ancestors' laws. It has nothing to do with the stereotypes of royals. What are you doing here, Abbi?”
“I’m shopping. What’s it look like?”
“I thought you just said you didn’t bring money.”
“You speak Old Fírian?” I blink, studying his face. It didn’t ever occur to me that Apollo could’ve been academically talented until now. Maybe he’s a genius or something, I would never know. 
“You’re changing the subject,” he notes, as we walk up the cobblestone street. 
“It just surprises me.”
“Why?”
“I didn’t think your province studied Old Fírian. At least the Praedians don’t.”
“Yeah, well, I think it’s been established that I’m not Praedian, by the way everyone in your house looks at me.”
“They’re not used to outside company.”
“Couldn’t tell,” he mutters sarcastically, as we pass the woman singing folklore again, growing farther from the soot and fog, closer to the edge of the market. 
“Are you going to report this?” I grumble, stopping at a tent to pick up a pair of gold hooped earrings. 
“Depends. Are you going to try to bargain with me to keep quiet, Cline?” 
A tickle of surprise rolls up my back. This goes against everything he just told me not a day ago. “And what is it that you want?” I stare at him, letting my eyes meet his for a long, eerily quiet moment between us.
“Nothing you have,” he finally says, pushing past me. “Come on, don’t you have enough pairs of the same exact earrings?” 
The quick heat in my cheeks vanishes as the icy tone reappears. For a moment, I swear I caught him in a position of what was it? Vulnerability? I follow him out of the tent. 
“So that’s a yes?” I call, catching up with him.
“Yes, because I think you need to learn that not everyone is going to give you what you want because you’re able to pay them in. . . whatever you pay them in. Plus, I’m not really Penelope’s favorite person at the moment.”
“That makes the two of us,” I shake my head, as the ache between eyes starts to spread. I haven’t even gotten back home yet, and I already know what’s coming. I really need to get out of this house.
The problem is I don’t have any excuse. It’s not like I’m able to leave for college, and living alone apparently is never an option for a royal. It’s either the estate, or five miles from it with a husband. There’s nowhere else to go, no in between. For as long as I stay unmarried, I remain in the estate. It’ll never matter how old I am, not to Lewis. I could be thirty-five years old, and he wouldn’t give a shit. To him, I’m still a child under his control. So long as he is king, and he sleeps in the estate, he can do whatever he wants to his family. 
As much as I want to grab Apollo’s arm and plead him not to say anything, I remain in a strong composure. Mostly because I can’t have Apollo finding out why I’m so desperate to keep my secrets, but also because I hate sounding whiny and dramatic. Blaire could go on for days with ballads and odes and plays and songs longings and etcetera, etcetera, but to me, being dramatic is the equivalent of being helpless. And helpless is the last thing I want to be called.
We step into the queue for the metro, push through the turnstiles, and fall through the platform silently, and for once, I’m grateful. I sit down, but he chooses to stand against the wall, crossing his arms and refusing to hang onto the grip bar on the side. I half wish he would’ve slid onto his ass when the train started moving, so I had something to laugh at. But he stands straight up, only swaying half an inch when we gain speed.
We’re alone in the car for now, so the silence grows in our ears. I hold my head up, watching the little digital clock at the front of the train for around five minutes before I glance back and finally give into the urge to look at Apollo. 
His skin seems to glow a tan hue in the dim metro light, and his jade eyes searching for something, as if he’s thinking. His expression isn’t set at its normal unimpressed-asshole revert, and catching him deep in thought seems like I’m interrupting a private moment. 
“And to think, if you were a man, the entire female population would be on your ass for not being able to keep your eyes to yourself,” Apollo mutters, without looking in my direction, as if he could feel my stare. I blink, and the glower returns to my face.
“And to think, if you were a woman, the entire male population would be telling you to cover yourself and not tempt me.”
“Guess we’ve both got problems,” he shrugs. “What’s that box for, Abbi?”
“I don’t know. It’s Dom’s, not mine. Unlike some others, I respect peoples’ boundaries.”
He doesn’t pry any further, and by the time we’re off the train and back on the platform in Hadith, we’ve survived another hour with each other, without managing to kill one another. Small victories these days, I guess. We sneak in how we snuck out. The heel of the electric fence at the back of the property, at least five acres away. It’s supposed to keep deer and other animals out, but it’s also a hushed security advancement.
	The edge is hindered beyond repair, and would need a replacement. A tree must’ve fallen on it during a storm a year or two back, because that small panel of the fence hasn’t been on since. I hadn’t known until Rhett pointed it out to me a couple days ago. God, what would I do without my brothers? Not that I would ever say it out loud or anything.
	We sneak in through the garden, because I know the code to the door, and it’s the only unguarded area. As soon as I step inside, we depart without so much as a ‘goodnight.’ The three second truce we held in that tent was bullshit. I slam the door shut when I walk into my room, frustration building in my frame. I can’t make out why anymore, which makes the feeling slightly more intense. I push the black cloak off, hang it in my closet, slip a stupidly-expensive night set on, and collapse right into a bed. I might as well have melded into it.
	I dream of being lost in Parith smoke as a little girl, Lewis always a step behind me, belt snapping in between his fingers. He never stops at just one or two. He beats you until you’re unable to stand, blood dripping onto the marble.
			         

           Chapter 12. 
	


	I wake with dread filling my stomach, a feeling so heavy it makes me sink back into my bed. By nine, Conner comes around and knocks on my door, because the entire house has to be awake by nine. I groan in response and drag the sheets up with me, trying to map out what I should wear today. I take a quick shower, hoping it’ll wake me up, but it only lulls me back into a certain exhaustion I don’t need.
	I force my eyes back open by the time I step out of the shower, section off my hair to put it in two clean French braids, then go for a simple outfit for the morning, at least. And then I shift the fatigue to the back of my mind and stride into the kitchen with a purpose. Everyone else is already eating when I sit down with a bowl of cereal and a croissant. Apollo is nowhere to be found, which sends a small amount of relief into my body, but not enough to fully cheer me up.
	Blaire is reading over berry oatmeal, devouring some book full of deep, complicated poetry. Rhett and Beth are having some kind of discussion about a member of this year’s selection cabinet, and there’s Dom sitting on the other side of the table. I smile and slide in beside him. “Where’s Rose?”
	“No ‘good morning, Dom, how have you been?’” He frowns. “I get it.”
	“I didn’t know you were making an appearance.”
	“Yeah, well, Penelope called me yesterday and said I needed to report to a meeting with a bunch of asshole-aristocrats. So here we are.”
	“She’s preparing you, your highness,” I mock a bow, and he rolls his eyes.
	“The second I replace her, we’re dropping the hierarchy.”
	“Since when are you replacing her?” Blaire raises her eyebrow, staring at us from her book. “You seriously think she’s going to let anyone take her seat?”
	“She’s not going to give a shit when she’s in a coffin,” Dom argues. 
	“And we’re talking around fifty years from now. There’s no retiring for her. It’s life’s work. You’ll have gray hair by the time you take the throne. Your child might actually be a better advocate for the crown than anyone else. Plus, by then, Rhett’s not going to be on the battlefield either, so he’ll technically be first in line.” 
	“Rhett would hate anything to do with the crown,” Rhett murmurs over his shoulder. “And I think I can speak for myself, Blaire.”
	Dom opens his mouth to argue with Blaire, but the door slams open, causing Beth to startle, and Blaire to push her book under the table, because maybe it’s from the Paragon. In comes Lewis, suit and tie, hair slicked in that old 50s style. He’s always valued fashion from Old America, even though the RA has been doing its best to get rid of the last signs of it. 
	He’s holding a glare I haven’t seen from him in years, and my skin prickles in memory of being stuffed in the cabinet with a four-year-old Blaire sobbing beside me. “Alexandra,” his voice drops into that low, icy cold tone. He used to yell at us when we were younger, but that was just to scare us. Now, he just uses this low mutter that scares every soul in the house. Maybe except for Apollo. I’m sure Apollo wouldn’t be the slightest bit affected by Lewis, and for some reason, that relieves a strange part of me.
	I take a breath and turn around. Dom tenses beside me, his mouth forming a straight line in protest. “Yes?”
	“A word with me,” he holds his hand out in a gesture that is anything but kind. “Alone.”
	From behind me, a figure shadows my back. “She’s got work.” It’s Conner, and his words are terse.
	“No worries,” he chides in a voice so low it comes out like a whisper. “It won’t be long.” Conner starts to shake his head, but Lewis is already yanking me out of the kitchen. My heart is already racing as I watch my siblings disappear, and am pushed into the hall. 
	As soon as the stairwell door slams, and we start up the old fire escape, I know he’s angry. It’s by the way he stands, and the heat in his cheeks. “Penelope told you this morning?” I swallow the fear sitting on my chest. 
	“Penelope didn’t tell me shit!” Suddenly, his arms are knocking my body against the wall. I force air back into my lungs, startled by the tension in his hands and arms, how tight he’s holding me down. “I had a direct report from an officer. A direct report! Is this what happens when we fire your little friend?”
	“You didn’t fire anyone,” I say calmly, dread dragging down my throat. “Your wife did.”
	He hates that. He hates anyone even mentioning the fact that it’s not him with the power. It’s not him with the crown, it’s not even him in line for the crown. It’s his son who is nothing like him, who wants to kill the line and take his fiance’s last name. 
	“Get the fuck up these stairs!” He shouts, spit flying into my face. My heart rate jumps, even though I’ve lived this before. Same situations, different words, different consequences. He points up the stairs, shoving me off the wall. “And into my office!” 
	I gaze backwards, searching for any kind of escape route, but he blocks the staircase, shoving me up another stair. Reluctantly, I climb the steps. I think about bolting as soon as I get into the hall, but he’s two feet behind me, just waiting for me to take off, and for him to catch me. Instead, I let him guide me into his office. “Sit down, Alexandra. We’re going to have a civil conversation, right? We’re both adults.”
	Civil my ass. Within five minutes, he’ll have struck twice already. But I nod anyway, and give him a tight smile. “Of course. What is it you want to discuss?”
	“I want to know what you were doing at that filthy, slum of a black market?”
	“I needed a breath of fresh air,” I admit. “I didn’t buy anything.”
	“And out of everywhere you could’ve gone, you decided to just show up in a rebel outlet?”
	“The Paragon isn’t run by rebels,” I counter, a scowl pinning my face. “It’s Praedians. Non-violence.”
	“Don’t you try to tell me what’s right and wrong,” He snaps, and lifts his hand. I should’ve seen it coming. The slap stings my cheek, knocks my head sideways. He strikes again for precision, he never does it just once. I’m too used to it by now. The embarrassment of staring at him after, all defenseless and belittled is just a simmer, a puff of steam that can be waved away by a flick of the hand. “I realize I’ve gone soft,” he shakes his head, eyes boring into my soul like a madman. “I’ve been ignoring your clear attempts at defiance, and I see I shouldn’t have. We wouldn’t want you to start thinking you’re any smarter than me. Just because you got out of school doesn’t mean you’re any smarter than me and your mother. You should know your place by now. I’ve been doing this for too many years, Abbi.”
	He says this just about every time, and the more I hear it, the more I want to cringe. I’ve come to the conclusion that he’s actually insane. 
	“I never see you making the country’s decisions,” I scoff. He gets up, fists balled. “I never see Penelope sharing information with you. Does it bother you? The fact that she leaves you out of it all, because she knows you can’t handle it?”
	That’s it. He swings so hard he knocks me out of the chair. I don’t know why I was pushing. I guess I’m just sick and tired of staying silent, rocking back and forth on my heels just waiting for the pain. I attempt rising to my knees, just to be knocked down again. My head collides with the back of the chair, and my vision feathers at the edges. 
	Kicking is my first instinct, but it doesn’t really work when all of his weight pins me to the ground as he swings. It doesn’t matter how many times. The pain is the same with each blow. Blood splatters onto the floor beneath me, and I lose track of the swings. “This is your only warning,” he breathes. “Don’t go near the Paragon. There should be no such dirt beneath your shoes!” 
	He doesn’t stop, not when he’s already started. A couple kicks to the stomach and my breakfast is threatening its way up my throat. My skin is already broken from his fists, blood dripping onto my neck and dress. I’m going to have a black eye tomorrow, a knot on the back of my head, and bruises all down my stomach. But it’s nothing new. 
	There’s a knock on the door. His fist is in the air when he shouts, “Busy!”
	Less than thirty seconds later, the knock becomes a rapid shove against the door. 
	“Open the damn door!” It’s an officer, a voice I don’t recognize. “At the queen's request!”
	“I don’t give a shit what the queen wants,” he snaps. Another blow. 
	The door bursts open. My eyes widen, considering the door was locked. Lewis lets me go. I shift and find myself staring at a dizzied version of five or six officers in a huddle. In the center is Apollo, who stands in uniform for once, which makes him seem even more stunning than he usually is. 
	“It’s an emergency,” says the rather burly officer I dealt with merely a week ago, before Solstice. “The royal family has been requested in the Olympic rotunda immediately.”
	Lewis stands, runs a hand through his hair to adjust it, and grabs his car keys. “Clean it up!” He yells, eyes on me as he rushes into the hall, away from the seven pairs of staring eyes. Most of the officers who work in the estate already know. It’s inevitable that they do, so it’s not like I care what they gossip about. 
	The only one that matters is the man in the middle, face beet red, lips parted to create the perfect o. 


				Chapter 13.


“Go,” an officer murmurs to me after thirty years of heavy silence. “All of you go. We’ll get someone in here to clean that.” By that, she means the little crimson pool on the tile. It’s not a huge deal, it can be cleaned within ten minutes. But I’d much rather stay back and handle it myself than walk anywhere near Apollo. 
He stares at me with an unreadable expression, and I can feel his eyes on me the entire time. I stand, nodding. “What is it?” We round the hall, closing the doors to his office as if it’s a secret. It is, technically. Nothing ever floods from the estate walls. No whispers, no rumors. Nothing. No nasty paparazzi articles about Lewis Cline beating his children or sexually abusing his wife. No means of even trying to be empathetic for the family who literally owns the country, all of its land and money. I guess if I was the average citizen, I would understand. I might even be jealous, as most people my age are.
Nobody bothers answering me when we approach the staircase, so the silence builds an awkward barrier between Apollo and I. We stand right next to each other, but he refuses to look in my direction, and his face is still the color of a rose. Seeing him like that isn’t just strange, it’s. . . it’s so out of place. In the week that I’ve known him, nothing about this place or the people in it have surprised him, especially not like that. 
My car is waiting for me in the loop, and my stomach drops when Apollo follows, only for me to let out a long breath of relief when he swings into the passenger seat of another officer’s car. There’s only two from the herd who are coming with us. Him and the woman who called in service to clean my blood from the floor. I wipe what’s remaining from my nose down my arm, trying to stain it on my skin so nobody sees it, but I can already feel the scab above my lip forming. I’ll probably have a black eye I should need to cover for four or five days before it’s controlled. As long as there’s nobody in the rotunda but us, I shouldn’t have anything to explain.
When I step out of the car, sun blazing in my eyes, it appears we’re the only ones here. I don’t bother handing my keys to the valet, because I doubt I’ll be here long enough. Apollo and his partner arrive a minute after me, and I walk in with the two of them. Penelope has unlocked the doors for us, and the second we step in, it becomes utter chaos. 
Rhett and Blaire are at the railing, leaning down as if watching an event intently. Only, there isn’t an event to watch, and the look on their faces tell me something has gone slightly askew. I break into a run to meet them. “What’s happening—”
My mouth drops open. 
A pale figure sways from a noose attached to a crossbar in the middle of the track. From what I can see, it’s a woman, and she’s wearing an officer’s uniform. Her skin is too pale, and her body is obviously listless. She’s too far gone. She could’ve been here all night. 
Officers make their way out to the center of the rotunda, and one by one, echoes shoot up into the cavea. “It’s Sophie! Sophie Roswell!” 
Fuck.
The color drains from my face in recognition. They’re right. It’s Sophie, Sophie after I had just talked to her three days ago. Sophie, who had never and would never do anything to deserve this. “Sophie,” Blaire whispers, hands dropping to her sides. 
Penelope races to the front to meet the officers, and all three of us can feel the energy from here. “Who is responsible?” She shouts, so loudly it echoes up into the entire rotunda. 
“The rotunda was empty when we first arrived, your honor,” the head of the RA’s legal team holds a hand out for Penelope to shake it, but she so much as knocks it away.
“Find them.”
“Excuse me?”
“Find them. And bring them straight here. Right now.” Her tone instantly sucks all the sorrow out of the room and replaces it with fear. The officer immediately nods and gathers his crew. They disperse as fast as possible, leaving us to deal with Penelope alone. Blaire isn’t even dressed yet, she’s still wearing pajama pants and a sweatshirt, thin, long hair falling over the edge of the railing. 
“An Aetherian did this,” Rhett’s face doesn’t change in the soft blare of rotunda lights. “This is an attack.”
“Why? What have we done? We propose peace and they murder one of our— Sophie,” Blaire’s fingers curl around the banister, knuckles turning white. 
	“What have you done?” Apollo shakes his head. “What have you done?”
	Blaire whips around to face him. “These are your people!” She jabs a finger in the direction of Sophie. “Your people!”
	“Hm.” He blinks down at Sophie, unfazed. “I can’t tell the difference. I thought your people did the killing in this building.” His tone is even and steady, and of course it is. He doesn’t care. Sophie didn’t matter to him. None of this does.
	“You need to leave,” Blaire grits her teeth. “You don’t belong here. I can’t believe she thought this was a good idea.”
	“I’m not going anywhere,” Apollo says as she turns to face the railing again, muttering some kind of curse between her teeth. Meanwhile, on the floor officers are loosening the noose around Sophie’s neck, laying her out on a stretcher. Penelope is visibly livid, and it seems to impact everyone in a twenty yard radius. Lewis approaches beside her. 
	“I can’t—” he begins, but Penelope holds a hand out, shaking her head.
	“Don't speak to me,” she snaps. She turns to one of the few remaining officers. “This was a rebel assassination. Somebody was able to break in, kidnap one of my officers, and murder her, right here. Here, in a building of historic tradition. That is not acceptable. Find the head of security and fix it. Now.”
	The officer nods and flees from the center before Penelope gets her hand on some kind of weapon. If something isn’t done, people are getting fired. “It’s been estimated she’s been here since two a.m.,” a medic calls. Penelope balls her fist.
	“And we’re just discovering this now? How many hours later?” 
	“Eight hours later,” the medic murmurs, as if reluctant to answer. 
	“Your honor?” An officer peels the doors open and starts jogging to the center. “They’ve found the members responsible. There are five of them.”
	“And are they on their way here?”
	“Oh God. She’s going to give them an iron execution,” Blaire whispers. Goosebumps wiggle their way up my arms. I’ve never witnessed one before. She’s going to behead them.
 “She can’t watch,” Rhett says. He pulls an arm around Blaire, and points to Apollo. “Take her back to the estate.”
	“No,” Blaire stills. 
	“It’s all right. You’ll just go home with him,” Rhett nods.
	“The fuck I will,” she falls away from his arm and turns back. “I refuse to get in a car with him.”
	“For once in your life, don’t be a stubborn ass and listen,” Rhett argues. 
	“I don’t trust him,” Blaire stares down below, eyes widening. “I’m not letting him drive a car with me in it.”
	“Your choice,” Apollo shrugs. 
	“She might as well behead you too, you’re one of them,” she mutters. Apollo falters, and for a moment, I catch a glimmer of what is that? Fear? Fear in his jaded eyes.
	“What was that?” His eyes narrow.
	“You. Heard. Me.”
	“What was that?” Apollo repeats, voice slipping into a menacing whisper. Before the two of them kill each other, I grab Apollo’s arm, and drag him away. I yank him behind a pillar.
	“Stop being an asshole, just because it angers her! She’s right, you shouldn’t be here, but there’s no arguing with you, so you’re going to shut up and only speak when spoken to. Understand?”
	“I don’t take orders from you, Abbi.” He cocks an eyebrow, and it's all I can do to not just slap that look off his face. 
	“You do now,” I hiss, and shove him off the pillar. I return to my place at the railing, and watch as the officers head inside, gripping five rebels in handcuffs as if they might take off any moment now. They probably would’ve, if the door to the stairs didn’t slam and lock behind them.
	Penelope draws a sword. Usually when she beheads people, she has an iron table to pin them against, but she’s not in the estate, and won’t even risk bringing them back to it. “You have been arrested and sentenced to death for acts of treason,” she glares at the closest man.
	“This isn’t our country anymore! Our country doesn’t murder without mercy,” one of them shouts. 
	Penelope smiles. Actually smiles, which is terrifying. The men are kicked to their knees, and she leans down so they can hear. “Your country started a war, darling.” Her voice is soft and melodic, like she isn’t about to fucking murder each one of them. 
	She doesn’t say another word, before she raises the sword. It takes one clean slice. Blaire shoves her head into her arm, cringing as she hears the unmistakable metallic noise. One by one, Penelope beheads each of them. When she’s finished, she continues walking until she’s disappeared. “Damn is she scary,” Rhett murmurs. Scary is an understatement. The woman is ruthless. There’s no doubt she will find some way to target the Aetherians because of this, even though we’re supposed to be in the middle of a two-month truce while the games are going on. Blaire opens her eyes and stares at the chaos. The color drains from her face, so I grab her arm and pull her away.
“That’s it? We just go back home now and pretend that didn’t happen?” she asks.
“Quick learner,” Rhett nods. “That’s how it usually goes.”
“But. . . Sophie is dead,” she replies.
“And so are five others,” Apollo says from behind us. I shoot him a dirty look; he was doing well until now.
“I wasn’t talking to you!” Blaire yells as we start for the stairs leading to the French doors. I’m not sure if she’s ever going to warm up to him. 


The estate is as chaotic as it was the day war was declared. Dozens of people wait in the State Apartment, trying to book appointments with Penelope while she gets chased down the hall by angry politicians. She broke the law. She didn’t give any of those five men a court trial, and that’s going to cause problems. “They didn’t need a trial. They were still on the scene by the time we arrived, no doubt targeting us in another scheme of attack,” Penelope mutters in a tone short of patience. Her heels click somewhere up the hall, towards one of her conference rooms. 
I sit in the traditional drawing room, and before you ask, yes, there’s a baby grand piano sitting in the corner. Rhett and Beth left the house an hour ago, running out to lunch. I’d assume Blaire is at the Alcott, head stuffed in a book because she’s half traumatized. Not that I blame her. The first time I watched an iron execution, I had nightmares for an entire week. 
But I miss her company, and there’s nothing to do but sit and wait for the games to start so we can forget what happened this morning. Conner has been with Penelope’s unwanted guests all damn day, and who knows where Dom and Rosalía are. I swear, she’s going to have her baby and none of us will know until two years later. I try turning the TV on and finding a good show to watch, but I can’t seem to pay any attention to any of them. 
No matter how many attempts I’ve had to escape, Apollo somehow always knows where to find me, because he comes striding in, eyes focused on me as he sits on the couch across. He takes the remote from my hands, although gently, and turns the TV off. “The fuck?” I sit up, glare returning to my face. “You just can’t do—”
“I didn’t know,” he interrupts, leaning over, and resting his chin in his hand. “I had no idea that would’ve happened.”
“What would’ve happened?” I can’t figure out if he’s talking about Sophie’s hanging, or what he saw this morning, but I have a bad feeling it’s the latter.
“Is he an alcoholic?” Apollo skips my question, which confirms it. He’s talking about Lewis. I hold my tongue for a second, wondering if opening up in front of him would be a good idea. In all honesty, no, it’s actually a terrible idea. But what choice do I have? I can’t erase his memory, and if I could, I would’ve done it hours ago. 
“That, among other things,” I finally sigh. “Whatever. It’s not like he—”
“No,” he interjects again, shaking his head. “It’s not whatever. If you had just told me, I would’ve never reported it.”
“I highly doubt it,” I narrow my eyes. 
	“Don’t doubt me.” 
“I don’t even trust you, Apollo. I’ll doubt you if I want to, and trust is not something I just give out for free. You have to earn it.”
“Same here. But don’t doubt me when I say this, Abbi.” His lips form a straight line, and his eyes roll over mine with such intensity that I begin to feel my pulse quicken. “If I had known what he does to you, I never would’ve reported it.” 
“I don’t care for your sympathy,” I let my eyes drop so I don’t have to look at his pretty face, hoping it’ll calm the nerves. I don’t have any luck, it seems. 
“I’m not offering sympathy,” he shakes his head. “This isn’t what this is. For fuck’s sake, you’ve got a black eye! My job is to keep you out of harm’s way—”
“I don’t need a bodyguard. I don’t need a babysitter. You don’t have to make me your priority.” I get up, but the shock of Apollo’s hand flying to my arm sends goosebumps down my body.
“I thought we’ve already been over this.” In one motion, he’s standing, whirling me around and my back is hitting the wall. My eyes widen with the sudden impact, my heart leaping when I realize how close he is to me. Less than an inch away, which is way too close for me to control those little nerves that are telling me he might look better with less clothing. I think perfect men only exist in delusion, because had he not turned out to be an asshole who’s fighting a war against my country, his clothes would already be on the ground. 
“I’m not your bodyguard, or your babysitter,” he whispers, lips hovering above my ear. “And honestly, I couldn’t care less about how safe you are, however, whether I’d like to admit it or not, your mother has the power to kill me at any given moment, and I would never give her the satisfaction of my murder. So yes, it is now my job to keep you safe, even if it means from inside the estate itself.”
“Trust me, there isn’t ever any saving going on in this place. And in all honesty, stay away from Lewis. No matter how good you are with weapons, or at  self defence. Rhett spends his nights on the battlefield, and still doesn’t pick fights with him.”
“He does the same things to Penelope, does he not? Why has nobody done anything about it?”
“I’m assuming it’s a normal occurrence here. Nobody is ever surprised, and Penelope never lets anyone know anything about what happens within the estate walls.”
“Why doesn’t she divorce him? Royals have done that before.”
“You know your history,” I raise an eyebrow, and the corner of his lips turn up.  
“Yes, I went to school before the war started, just like everyone else did,” he chides, like he’s talking to a six-year-old. “But you’re avoiding my question.”
“Lewis won’t let her. He doesn’t let her do anything, really, when it’s his decision. What little control he has over her he takes advantage of. I’m not even sure why she married him in the first place—not that Penelope would ever drop lore on me. We don’t have that kind of relationship.”
“Listen to me,” he says. “Please don’t get yourself into any trouble. I don’t want to have to report something and have him. . .” he stares at my half swollen face. “Shit, he’s always done this, hasn’t he? You don’t look very willing.” His hands drop from my shoulders, unpinning me. The heat that scorched my skin lingers, even when he backs away, and I release a breath to dull my pulse.
“Then don’t report anything to him,” I shrug. “Your choice, not mine.”
“Maybe don’t do anything illegal, then. It can’t be hard,” he shrugs, and I scoff.
“That’s coming from the native Aetherian? I wouldn’t be talking, if I were you.” 
“Not that I care for your opinion or anything, but I hope you know not all Aetherians  commit crime in their free time.”
“And not all of us are murderers,” I call as he leaves the room, just like that, taking all the heat with him. I think he snorts, but he’s gone down the hall before I can hear what he has to say about that. I come back to my senses and sit down before my eyes tell me to follow him. I didn’t see any of that coming. The way he looked at me, searched my face with those needy green eyes. . .
I stop myself from going anywhere else with that thought, because I must’ve been imagining it. Apollo Dimitriadis does not want me. He can’t. Not when his province is fighting a war with my country. I doubt I’m his type, anyway. I’m too soft, dress with too much effort, lack humor and personality. I’ve had way too many men tell me I’m just a pretty face, just a nice body. Apollo is definitely the same way. 
I probably shouldn’t want him either. I don’t think he’s one for morning-after-cuddles and coffee cup kisses. But here we are, pulse quickening the second I remember he exists. And over what? Absolutely nothing. Even if he wasn’t such a grumpy, unempathetic bitch, he’s still fighting a war against us. 
Blaire startles me by tossing herself over the couch with a book. “Your face is still flushed,” she comments. “God, he barely even touched you, and you’re glowing.” I shoot her a death look from across the coffee table, and she just shrugs, pointing at me reproachfully. “Don’t deny it. You want him.”
“Out of the question.”
“Don’t be ridiculous. I’m not judging you, I mean, yes, I’ve looked at him too.” We’ve always had similar tastes in men, which would've been conflicting had she not been three years younger than me. She takes a sip of whatever she’s been drinking, most likely a martini or cocktail of some sort. It’s noon, and noon for Blaire means exquisite, expensive alcohol. 
“I’m not the one being ridiculous. I can’t even speak a word to him without already being set off.”
“So? I think you’ve proved it yourself. You don’t have to like someone to fuck them.”
“Proving it was exactly what got the last man fired,” I quip, standing up. “I can’t have one moment of peace here, can I?”
“You’ve lived here since birth, and you’re just now coming to this revelation?” She shakes her head. “Have fun fighting the procrastination. We all know how that works,” she calls as I find my way to the kitchen. I can hear Penelope’s distant voice shouting at whoever’s in the conference room with her. It’s not the first time she’s done something illegal, and it’s definitely not the last. Bargaining and persuading runs in the family, it seems. 
I spend the rest of the afternoon hiding in the kitchen, trying my hardest not to spend any time thinking about Apollo, or what happened this morning, and when Blaire eventually makes another appearance, it’s to inform me that we have to leave for yet another day of watching people fight each other for a chance at surviving another year of the Olympics, and I need to blot makeup on my face until it doesn’t look like I just got jumped.
Sisterly love, I guess.





























		         
          Chapter 14. 

	
Sundays are the only days Olympic events don’t run, which might seem like a vacation, but really it just means another day where I have to suffer through filming. During the games, there’s almost no time for work, because it’s basically like everyone’s summer break. It delays movies and TV shows, sometimes, especially if we’re close to finishing, and have to stop abruptly. 
The movie Josh contracted me to might be my last, if it keeps up. It’s incredibly dull, and I hate my wardrobe, but nobody’s going to take my opinion into account, so I suck it up anyway. I think hearing a princess complain  about anything might ruin a person’s day, so I’ve learned the precise art of sucking it up. The only part I like about the production is the fact that my character plays the piano, so I’ve been given lessons so I can play while shooting, instead of just hitting random keys so the producers can add in music later. They wanted me to sing, but I refuse to let anyone film me singing. I refuse to see a vocal coach, I refuse to learn. I simply don’t want to be known for being able to sing. 
After four hours of takes and critiques, I’m finally let free. I smile when I see Blaire’s car sitting outside the studio, and she waves me over. She’s sitting with Jo and Beth. “I’ve decided we’re having a day,” she says, as I swing in besides Beth. “Beth, welcome to the family, for now.”
“Where are we going?” I ask, throwing my bag into the seat behind me. Blaire shrugs.
“We could go get dinner, and then head to Crete’s Cove,” Jo suggests. I nod. It sounds so completely normal that it almost makes me forget how rare an event like this is. I’d savor the entire night in my mind, embroider it into my memory if I could. I would sacrifice all the drinking so I would be able to remember it all. 
“What’s Crete’s Cove?” Beth asks. Blaire just grins.
“You’ll see.”
So we get dinner, the four of us. Jo and Beth seem to get along really well after only knowing each other for a couple of days, and all of us seem happier in the warm glow from above a restaurant booth instead of sitting in the cavea watching the games. “Where’s your stalker been, lately?” Jo asks, stirring sugar into her sweet tea. I shrug, grateful he decided not to follow. 
“I don’t give a shit, as long as he’s not here,” I toss my straw wrapper into the trash can against the wall. “He’s ruined my week.” 
But when I say it, for some reason the only thing I can think of is the way he looked at me yesterday, when he found Lewis socking my face in. It was almost like he was concerned. Upset, even. Although it would contradict everything he told me about not caring for my safety.  
“Do you think he’s a spy for the Aetherians?” Beth asks. “I don’t know how Penelope hired him. He’s a complete liability to the crown.”
“He’s sworn in. Any act committed against the RA would be considered treason,” Blaire explains. 
“Yeah, and that’s exactly what a spy would do.”
“He’s not a spy,” I shake my head. “Penelope has control over what has to be a lover of his. That’s why he’s doing any of this in the first place. She threatened not only his life, but hers.”
“A lover? Apollo Dimitriadis and love do not belong in the same sentence,” Blaire sits her head in her hand.
“Maybe a luster, then. Whoever it is, he really cares about her, because I bet he’d rather meet his coffin than keep me out of trouble,” I say. “Penelope’s using her to toy with him. She’ll probably get him to fight with the army as well.”
Our food comes out and we switch subjects, which I’m grateful for. Jo starts asking about what yesterday’s rotunda affair was about, and although we’re really not allowed to be speaking about it, we describe the attack. There’s many things she knows that she’s not supposed to, it’s just a perk of being friends with the RA’s most popular pair of siblings. 
	“You watched her behead all of them?” Jo’s mouth drops open. 
“It’s not the first time. She usually does it in our basement on a giant iron table covered in moss.”
“It’s more of a block than a table,” Blaire says. “But you know.”
“No. We don’t know,” Beth informs us. “And that’s why people say your house is haunted?”
“Possibly. It’s not though. Not even the dead want to live with Penelope. She must scare them away, if they exist.” 
“You can’t lie though, she’s a complete badass,” Beth says. Although I absolutely hate to admit it, I have to agree with her. I’ve always admired that little part of her, and in some strange way, I’ve always wanted to be like her. Save for the ruthless murder and careless, reckless decisions for the country. We finish dinner quickly, so we can show Beth the true jewel of Hadith. 
“We have to take the metro,” Blaire tugs Beth along. “You’re going to love it. I can’t believe you haven’t been here with Rhett yet. It’s like his favorite place to get railed.”
“I’m assuming it’s a tavern of some kind,” Beth guesses.
“You’d be correct.”
“And you’re what? Sixteen?”
“Seventeen in a month,” she shrugs. “It doesn’t matter, anyway. They take one look at the queen’s daughter, and there’s no argument.”
The metro takes us underground to a platform on the edge of Hadith. We round the elevator to take us above ground, but instead of stepping in like everyone else, Blaire unlocks the door to the maintenance room behind the wall with her mirror key.
“How?” Beth blinks, and Blaire waves her away.
“City keys. Opens every door in Hadith. Don’t ask me how I got it, because it was really expensive.” 
The door swings open, and we rush down the longest staircase I ever have to climb, and into a city of lanterns. 
They line the ceiling in a glow of warm yellow-orange. Bright blues and greens fill them in, creating an array of color against the smoky darkness. Aromas of sugar and late June heat wrap around us as people rush between the rows of boats in the shimmering water. Beth stares down below the dock, as the waterfall splashes down the little tropical trees and onto the ground beneath her shoes. “Yes, you have to take your shoes off,” Beth says, throwing her heels into one of the boats. “I mean, people do it anyway when they get tired from dancing.”
Beth hesitates, but eventually tosses her stilettos into the boat, as Jo and I follow her. “Hop in,” I say, stepping into the boat, grabbing a paddle. They’re not particularly big, and we’ll have to take two. Beth drops in behind me, and situates herself, Jo and Blaire grabbing the boat across from us. 
“Ready?” I ask. I wait for her to nod, then push off the dock and we start moving. Iridescent lilies float around us, shimmering over bioluminescent water. 
“I can see why this is Rhett’s favorite railing-session location,” she mumbles in awe. “It’s incredible.”
“Welcome to the RA’s favorite bar. Founded by Seth Johan himself. People have told me they’ve tasted pure magic here.” We cross under a bridge where people jump up and down to music, spinning their partners in dizzying circles. 
“I would’ve put on a prettier dress, if I had known about this.”
“You look gorgeous anyway,” I tell her, as I haul the boat to the other side, gripping the rope to tie it to the dock. I help her onto the wood. It’s hard to believe all of this is underground, but here we are. 
Instantly, Blaire and Jo mesh with the dancing crowd, waving other friends over. I grab Beth’s hand and lead her to the bridge we went under earlier. We’re dancing for thirty minutes straight before I feel someone tap my shoulder and whirl around to find a familiar face grinning back at me. “Abbi.”
“Caspar,” my eyes widen. “It’s. . . good to see you.”
“Care to dance?” He draws his hand, and I don’t really have much of a choice but to take it, and let him spin me into the crowd. “What brings you here?” He asks.
“Just hanging out for the night,” I shrug, mentally noting that he’s trying to scope out my date, as if I brought one. When he realizes it’s just me, the smile on his lips broadens. 
I’ve been to galas and traditional weddings before. I know how to dance with formality, but I’m surprised how smooth he is with his feet, how his arms hit with the same rhythm as the music. “Where’d you learn to dance?” I ask him as he twirls me to the edge of the bridge.
“My older sister taught me the year we were invited to the Hadith Fall Ball.”
“You went to the Fall Ball? How fun.” I twist to stare out at the water below us. He wraps his arms around my stomach, embracing me backwards. He grabs my hand and guides it through the water. I stand on my tip-toes to reach it, but as soon as I touch it, it glows a bright, fluorescent turquoise. 
He draws little patterns with my hands, until the water stills, and I can see my reflection. As we turn away, I catch a glimpse of one of Apollo’s friends. Camden, maybe. He’s dancing with Josephine, someone from class who seems to be quite familiar with daggers. 
He raises my arm above my head and whirls me to the right, then we untwist to the left when I spot another one of Apollo’s friends. It’s Micheal. Wonderful. Why are they always everywhere? “So, you and Rhett are in the same unit, correct?” I ask.
He nods. “Yes. We’ve become somewhat close over the year, as most people do when you’re forced to survive together under circumstances beyond belief.”
“I remember your visit to the estate,” I remind him, not sure why I’m speaking so much, when I’d really rather avoid conversing. 
He laughs. “I’m glad you do, because I have no such recollection. I was pretty fucked up, that night. I could’ve been killed.”
“I watched Hillary clean up the blood,” I nod. “Rhett didn’t speak to me all night. I was worried—”
“Excuse me, but I think you’ve interrupted something.” The voice immediately sends my pulse askew. I turn around and there’s Apollo, hand outstretched. Caspar tenses at the sight. 
“I didn’t know you—”
“What are you doing here?” I stare. He’s dressed semi-formally, which surprises me, and eyes Caspar with a look of some kind of hatred. 
“She wanted you followed,” he shrugs. “And I’m sorry, Caspar, but I thought you already came with a woman, did you not?”
Caspar glares. “She’s not here right now.”
“Really?” Apollo points to a woman in a white dress within the crowd, who seems to be telling some story, using gigantic hand gestures, and an echoing voice. Seems like a charm, I guess. Caspar’s glare only deepens. “Is that not her? Because I specifically remember seeing her face after you—”
“Would you get over that already?” Caspar spins on his heels and approaches his supposed date, leaving Apollo and me alone on the bridge. I take his outstretched arm, and he spins me to the music, a slight curve to his lips.
“I can’t believe you allowed your little sister into a bar,” he says as we drift towards the right end of the bridge, where my friends stand around a pool table, cheering on Blaire as she dominates a man who’s probably twice her age. 
“I never allowed it. She does as she pleases, you’ll learn eventually. How come I wasn’t a problem when we were eating dinner? How come the second I start looking at another man, you take over?”
“Convenient timing. I didn’t know or care about you eating dinner. Penelope told me to follow you into Hadith as soon as you left that restaurant, and again, for the hundredth time, I don’t have a death wish, so I did as I was told.”
“Do you want me to congratulate you on your good behavior?” I raise an eyebrow. “Just because you’re here doesn’t mean you have to spend every second right next to me. You can watch me from ten feet away.”
“I agree, but it’s not nice to stare,” to my surprise, he smiles at me. The second I look up and see it, see those eyes full of life, something goes off inside me. Something curious and hopeful, something that makes me want to follow him. So what if he’s a walking problem? He’s full of narrow corridors and dim candle light, full of secrets written in neat cursive all over his skin, full of silence that screams in my ear. I don’t just want to follow, I want to chase. 
“Hold up.” As we make our way down the bridge, I suddenly put it together. “Did you bring your friends here, too?”
“Yes. Last time I checked, this place isn’t owned by Alexandra Cline, and there are other people allowed in it.”
“I know that,” I scoff.
“Maybe don’t sound as judgmental, then. Besides, if we’re going to be spending the rest of the war together, you should at least get used to them. You make a face every time they cross your path, you know that?”
“No I don’t,” I protest. Do I really? Does he notice? Of course he does. There’s nothing Apollo doesn’t notice. 
“You do, and I don’t think discrimination would look good on your resume, so you’re going to get to know them, whether you want to or not.”
“Fine, but two can play the game. You have to get to know Jo, too.”
“Alright, but I’m not the one flinching at her every time I see her face. Come on, let’s get drinks.”
“I’m not in the mood.”
“Funny, I thought that’s what bars were for, but my mistake.” He tosses himself up to the counter and orders two drinks, gliding one to me from across the table. It sails smoothly into my hand, and I roll my eyes, as he slides an ace to the bartender. 
“You’re supposed to be babysitting me. Where’s your lecture on keeping my drink safe from being laced,” I ask, as we filter into the crowd of pool table-onlookers. 
“You don’t get one. Whoever so much as thinks to touch a hair on your head is inevitably a dead man.”
“Comforting,” I mutter sarcastically. “You’ve seen me fight, Dimitriadis. What makes you think I need your protection?”
	“How are you supposed to win a fight when you’re all drugged up? I think that’s the point of laced drinks.”
“You two are quite the pair,” Beth laughs, meeting the two of us at the corner of the riot. “I can smell the sarcasm from here. Also, how is Blaire so damn good at pool?”
“Maybe that’s what she spends her entire fucking day reading about,” Apollo stares at her through a pair of highly disapproving eyes. I’m convinced they might get along less than the two of us, which might just be impossible. 
“She only reads poetry, religious texts, plays, and smut,” I counter.
“What a variety,” he grumbles. “How your brothers tolerate her is beyond me. She’s a proper bitch if I’ve ever met one.”
“I heard that,” Blaire points her cue stick at Apollo, pursing her lips. She turns back to the billiard, and levels herself with determination radiating off her face.
“You can’t deny it, though. She’s the smartest person I know,” I say. “And by smart, I mean clever.”
When the game is over, she greets us with Jo, returning our smiles until her eyes reach Apollo. “Nobody invited you.”
“Your mother enforced me, so I’m not sure I need an invitation,” he retorts, as his friends come colliding with us. There’s Micheal, Camden, Lily, and Josephine. Blaire grits her teeth, clearly agitated. But she doesn’t say anything because I grab her arm and shake my head. If he wants us to do this, we’ll do it. He’s cooperated enough, and the least I can do is cut him some slack.  
Micheal and Camden start a game of Aunt Sally with a glass on the ledge of the floating dock, and a smaller cue stick. We watch each of them fail and laugh about it in the most obnoxious way. I don’t know how men think they’re attractive when they’re drunk. “I thought the target was the glass,” Blaire mutters sarcastically. Camden points the cue stick right at her face. 
“You try it, then.” 
She snatches the stick from his hand, and gives him a dirty look before aiming right at the glass, letting it fly, and grinning when the glass falls right into the water. The boys’ eyes widen in shock as she turns around. “Is it a bad time to mention she’s slightly intoxicated as well?” Beth asks Camden, who deflates her with a death glare. 
“There’s got to be something she’s bad at,”Apollo whispers from beside me. I nod insightfully. 
“Card games and chess, for some reason.”
“Who wants to play poker?” Apollo sets himself on a bar stool, Micheal, Camden, and Lily following. I note he puts himself in the middle of them, to make me have to sit either beside Lily or Camden. I choose Lily for the sake of it, leaving Beth, Blaire, and Jo to sit across from us with Micheal. Blaire frowns, but sits down reluctantly, as Apollo deals. I prepare to be professionally beaten, because Aetherians basically invented card games. We start playing and are halfway through the game before I finally break and speak to Lily.
“How’d you end up meeting Apollo?” I glance down at my cards, so make sure nobody’s able to see them. 
“I never really met him,” she shrugs. “We’ve just always been.” Always been? Childhood friends? I guess I could see that, but between the two of them? “He went to school with me since elementary. He used to pay me to do his homework, because he claimed I was smart. I probably got him worse grades.” 
“Trying to envision Apollo as a kid is impossible to me,” I tell her. She sips her martini with a half a smile.
“He was a completely different person as a kid.” The way she says it evokes questions in me. What are his parents like? Does he have siblings? Where in Aetherea did he grow up? But I shouldn’t be asking her questions when I could easily ask Apollo. Well, not easily. Nothing seems easy when it comes to communicating with him. 
“You have two brothers, right? How come I never see them anywhere, besides Rhett in class?”
“They don’t make public appearances as much as we do,” I shrug. “Dom is more introverted than anything, even though he’s slated for the crown if anything should happen to Penelope. And Rhett values his privacy. Plus, he’s been on the battlefield practically since the war started.”
“By choice?” She scrunches her nose. 
“Not really. It was Penelope’s personal order.”
“Funny. You call her Penelope, like the rest of us.”
“I only call her Mom when addressing her. Otherwise, it’s just easier to say Penelope.”
“Do you like her?” Lily’s face churns with curiosity. For just being acquaintances, she’s really pressing. But I’m not going to blame her. If I were sitting with royalty from my rival province, I’d be more than curious. 
“I love her, yes. Like is a different situation,” I shrug. “Let’s put it this way. If we weren’t related at all, I wouldn’t want to know her.”
Her smile widens, as Camden starts cursing at Blaire for cheating or something. I’m not paying much attention. The two start some kind of grand argument which leads to the ultimate end of the game. Blaire storms out and into the crowd, and I crane my neck to make sure she stays in my sight. “I think she needs a bodyguard more than I do,” I turn to face Apollo. “So much for making friends.”
“This was your idea?” Camden raises an eyebrow. “You’re insane if you think I’ll get anywhere close to a friendship with anyone who shares the last name Cline.”
“Blaire’s the hardest to get to, trust me. She gets under everybody’s skin,” I tell him, trying to be friendly. He only offers me a glare that gets me to shut my mouth. 
It’s late into the night when Apollo stands, and asks me if I want to dance again. My lips part in shock. Dancing with me once was enough surprise for the night, but twice? Without word, I take his hand, and we fall into the crowd. He wraps a hand around my waist and guides me onto the foggy dock, lanterns floating weightlessly in the water. “Is it all just aristocrats and their drunken gentlemen here? Because this is hardly a tavern if I’ve ever been in one, save for the billiards.” He gestures to the fast-paced orchestral music humming in the background. 
“Hadith values its traditions, as you know.”
“Some of which are getting old,” he mutters spitefully, no doubt referring to the games. “Don’t you ever get tired of your lifestyle?”
“Do you ever get tired of yours?” I avoid the question, and the urge to tell him to run me out of the estate, because most of the time that’s exactly how I feel. Only in dreams do I ever escape the one place I’m supposed to feel safest in, when in reality, it’s the place I feel most vulnerable. 
“No. I’m not ashamed of it, if that’s what you mean. No matter how many people stare; people will always stare. Since the second I won the games last year, they’ve chosen to stare. They stared at me when I moved into Parith, they stared at me when I walked into the estate, they stared at me while in the rotunda. There’s nothing I can do to ever gain equality. No amount of money will win me over. They won’t see me the same way.”
“Because of your bloodline? Because you don’t come from a family of mansion-owning-money-clippers?”
“Why do you sound so confused, as if it’s not you at the very top of the hierarchy,” he scoffs. 
“Because I’m not at the top of the hierarchy. In case you haven’t noticed, I don’t exactly get a whole lot of freedom.” We circle each other and he spins me around. I whirl on my heels, stray hairs hitting my face. I quickly brush them away, and when I look at him again, my stomach flips. 
The way he stares at my lips gets my heart going all over again, and I have to go through the routine of shallow breathing to get it to stop without him noticing. “Where did you live in Aetherea?” I ask, thinking back to my conversation with Lily earlier.
“Outside of Austin,” he says, face twisting slightly, as if he caught himself staring at me. “Why?”
“I was just wondering. I talked to Lily, and she said you’ve always known her.”
He nods, slowly. “She was a really shy kid, and my mother was friends with her mom. One day, they were over at my house, watching some movie over a glass of cheap wine, and when I got home from school, her mom introduced me to her. She was too scared to speak to me, so, as most six-year-olds do, I asked her if she wanted to run outside with me. And I busted out the door with her chasing me.”
“That’s. . .” sweet. That’s so unbelievably sweet, and instantly, I feel a pang of jealousy for Lily. She knew a version of Apollo that I’m unfamiliar with, a version I’d be eager to meet. I suddenly know what she means when she says she knew a completely different person when they were kids. Apollo would never be that kind to anybody now. 
“Unconvincing,” he lets out half a laugh. “I know.”
“What killed your innocence, Apollo?” I stare into those dark jade eyes, waiting for a response. It’s a rather intense question for what’s supposed to be a light-hearted activity. But his face drops the second he hears it, and my stomach plummets. I instantly break the bubble, and he shuts down. 
“Remember what I said? We’re not wasting our time getting familiar,” he mutters, grip on me tightening.
“I don’t think it’s very wasteful if we might be spending the rest of our damn lives together.”
“I disagree. My job has nothing to do with a possible connection between the two of us, and the last thing I need is your sympathy.”
“Yet you’re dancing with me.” I stop, heels falling silent across the dock. “No connection, but you’re allowed to stare at me like that?” I challenge, drum in my heart awakening again. 
“Stare at you like what? God, Abbi, hubris is going to be the death of you.”
“Hubris?” I spit. “That’s your excuse? You and your masculinity interrupt what could’ve been a date, then you ask to dance with me, then you practically eye-fuck me the entire time, but I’m just imagining it because I suffer from hubris?”
“That is all a clear example,” he nods. And now I have to be imagining things, because his face turns to stone. The lingering desire in the depth of his eyes has completely disappeared, and the icy tone replaces his soft murmurs against my skin. “Let me get something straight for you. A: you’re not my type. B: Whatever you think you know about me, you don’t. So this stops, here, and now.” The words impact me in a way I don’t expect. The cold rejection stains his face, yet his hands are still on me, he’s still gripping me close to him, so close that my breath lands on his neck. 
“Fine. Let go, then,” I retort. 
To my bewilderment, he does. He lets go of me, a slight tick in his jaw, before he turns and leaves me. Leaves me right there, disappears into the fog.
I don’t see him the rest of the night, and by the time I’m back in my bed, I can’t figure out why I’m so disappointed.










			


 
Chapter 15.



The week drags by at an insanely antagonizing pace, and every day seems to be a repeat of the last. Wake up, eat breakfast, head to the rotunda. Watch people die, go to class, suffer through Apollo’s invasive stare, ignore his obnoxious friends’ comments, then watch some more people die. Eat dinner with what might as well be a brick wall, go to bed, rinse and repeat. Penelope seems to have handled her illegal execution tactics, and the Aetherian fights in the rotunda seem to dwindle to a smaller number each day. 
Worst part is, everytime Apollo walks into a room I occupy, I notice, and so does everybody else. The tension fills my entire body, and it soars over me like a beach wave. Blaire is the only one whoever mentions it, but that’s not out of character for her. Every now and then, she’ll glance up, see me staring, and elbow me in the side. “What is wrong with you?” She’ll ask. 
It only concerns me when I’m in the middle of a morning run with Rhett, and he decides to pull this bullshit: “What’s up with you and Dimitriadis?”
“Nothing,” I shrug. “What do you mean?” 
“I mean, you two have gone silent. You refuse to speak to each other, and all you ever do is stare. Like, as soon as you realize he exists.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about. And I’m not speaking to him because why would I? I’m not supposed to like him, remember?”
“Right,” he nods, and leaves it at that, but I can tell he’s dubious. It doesn’t take a genius, I guess. “Who’s event is first? You or Blaire’s?”
“Blaire’s is Tuesday. She does the 400 meter dash first, then swimming, combat, and the girls relay. I go next week on Monday. Caleb told me he was starting training as soon as his event ended, and it got me worried. When do you go back?” 
“Never know for sure,” he shrugs. “When I had to leave briefly that night, the Aetherians had only started a riot on the edge of Somerset and we had to defuse it, but as long as there’s no attacks, I shouldn’t be called for at all until the truce falls to shit.”
“In August?”
	“Penelope is trying to extend it into some kind of peace treaty. I don’t know what she’s playing at. They're not going to surrender until there’s no men standing, and they’ve made that clear.” 
“She can’t control them, can she?”
“Couldn’t ever. I’m not sure how we rallied the country together for the games, but we’re barely whole without Ardin. Praedia, at least. All the produce you eat is theirs.”
“Yeah, but taxes have gone up significantly since the first battle, and Praedia is a victim. They’re caught in the middle of something they shouldn’t have to be a part of.”
“Praedia is a part of Ardin, and Ardin is the province we’re at war with, so yes, they have to be in the middle of it.”
“But it’s only Aetherea who wants to fight. Praedia shouldn’t have to suffer the consequences. I overheard Penelope talking about splitting half of the diplomats into Praedia to control the flow of civilians traveling in between Hadith in Parith.”
“Well, we’ve just captured four spies who were claimed to be Praedian pacifists. So I could see why.”
“But you’ve seen the diplomats. They’re worse than officers. They’re ruthless. They murder like Penelope.” Even though they were chosen specifically to maintain peace around Aetherea, they’re hardly peaceful or diplomatic themselves. 
“Well, they were trained by her,” we make it back inside, once we’re identified and patted down, just to have an arm rip me away from the hallway and throw me against the wall.
“Where were you?” Apollo inspects me, as if I’ve narrowly escaped murder by act of sheer luck. His harsh tone twists my stomach into knots.
“Excuse you,” I push him off of me. “You’re unbelievable.”
“You weren’t in the kitchen! You weren’t in your room, you were nowhere to be found!”
	“And did you ask Blaire or Conner about my whereabouts?”
“No,” he admits. “I shouldn’t have to. You should’ve told me where you were going. Just tell me you didn’t sneak out again.”
“I went on a run with Rhett. Is that not allowed?” I glare straight at him, finding those foresty eyes that flare with irritation.
“You never told me,” he murmurs curtly, voice on my skin. Being this close to me is his first mistake, because goosebumps jump down my body when his voice hits me, like he’s writing words all over my skin. “I didn’t know where you were, Abbi. And you’re my responsibility.”
“The hell I am,” I lower my voice, because I can feel Rhett staring at the two of us with his mouth dropped open. “I’m not attached to you.”
“Until the war is over, yes you are.” His hand falls against the side of my  shoulder, pinning me to the wall. “So get used to it.”
I open my mouth to argue, but realize I don’t even have words to fight with, so all I offer instead is the glare I have plastered onto my face, and he returns it. The two of us study each other’s faces for what must be thirty to forty seconds before Blaire enters the room, of course. “Are they about to kill each other, or what?”
“I don’t want any part in it,” Rhett shakes his head before turning down the hall. 
“Well thanks,” I call, rolling my eyes. Apollo unpins me, eyes stony with heated indignation. 
“I don’t think you would need much help, judging by that look on your face,” she takes my side. “Come on, Turner Linniath and his eighty-four children are here, and Penelope wants me to keep them entertained for the hour.”
“Who’s Turner Linniath?” Apollo butts in. 
“He’s technically the one in charge of this little thing we’ve got going on lately called war,” she purses her lips, sarcasm stinging her tone. “Not that you would know about it, or anything, but too many people are dying out there, thanks to your province, so he’s here with Governor Aust to discuss this peace treaty Penelope is proposing.” Fredrick Aust has been Ardin’s governor since before I was born. I’ve seen him multiple times at formals and events over the years, but never so much as spoken to him. I’ve never dared. One wrong look at him, and who knows what he might do.
“Aust is here?” Apollo stops dead in his tracks.
 “Yeah. Sounds like a disaster planned by God to put them all in the same room,” she says. “I don’t think the word civil is in any of their vocabulary.”
“Penelope’s the one who wants the damn war to stop,” Apollo shakes his head.
	“Won’t stop her from holding them at knife point and asking them to sign it for her. Ironic, isn’t it? I’m sure that’s what Lewis did to her to get her to marry him.”
	“I can see where she learned it,” he agrees. For once, they’re having a conversation without hatred searing through their eyes. 
	“Where are Turner’s kids?” I ask, as we pad down the hall, Apollo falling behind. “In the drawing room. Conner’s got them for now, but they’re quite the handful. Rhett told me I should take them all outside, but what can I do with them? Golf and tennis really aren’t a bunch of eight-year-olds' passions.”
	“It’s too hot, anyway. Put them in the ballroom, or something. There can’t really be that many, can there?”
	“There’s eight, Abbi. Three of which clearly all have different mothers. Man. Gets. Around.”
	“I would’ve ended my life before I raised eight children” I murmur as we jog up the dual stairs. Dom and Rosalía might be the only ones that end up with an heir to the crown, because Blaire and I both have the same opinion about having kids. 
	The drawing room is chaotic by the time we open the door. Conner has been trying his best, and we can tell by the movie playing in the background, volume turned up as if he was trying to get them all to watch. There’s only one that still is. The rest are running wild. “Punch buggy, no punch backs,” I hear a girl screech from behind the piano. 
	“You can’t do that! That’s not fair,” the boy beside her argues.
	“Yeah, you’ve got this,” I whisper to Blaire, grabbing the door handle to save myself. But it’s too late. The two youngest girls have already noticed us, gasping at the sight of princesses. They leap up from the couch and immediately crowd us with questions and giggles. Eventually, Blaire gets them into the ballroom and starts a game of sharks and minnows, which turns into a game of football with the oldest boys, which turns into an argument between a couple of them, which turns into a cruel game of revenge. Kids are insane when all they hear about is how many casualties there were in the last battle. I wonder what kind of games we played after we heard about the death sentences brought out by our mother during the rebellion. It certainly wasn’t house or family, I can tell you that much. I’m sure it was fun for Conner to explain that it wasn’t kind to behead each other, real or make-believe.
By the time they’re all worn down and hungry for lunch, I’m finally able to sneak back into the hall without being noticed. I release a deep breath before speeding down the hall to catch any bit of the meeting between Penelope, Aust, and Turner as I can. But when I open Blaire’s Bible, the key is missing from its usual place. 
My face drops. Blaire can’t still have it in her bag from last week, can she? I scramble around to find her purse, open it up and scrounge through it, but it’s nowhere to be found. Uh-oh! Who could have it? Rhett has one of his own, Dom wouldn’t need it, he doesn’t even live here anymore. Penelope, maybe? For what, though? The only thing I’ve ever used the interior hallway for is eavesdropping and sneaking boys as a teenager. Maybe Penelope is seeing someone after all, though I doubt it. Thirty years into a marriage that’s already torn straight through the middle, and it’s almost pointless to cheat. It’s not like Lewis would leave her for it. He married for the title, before he even finished school. She was nineteen, he was eighteen. Set up for failure, if you ask me.
If none of them have it, who does? Conner wouldn’t take it without checking in with Blaire, and Apollo doesn’t even know about the hall. Well, that’s not entirely true. He knew I was listening to his meeting with Penelope, and he knew I couldn’t have been at her office door, because Finnchim was instant that nobody got within ten feet of it. 
I convince myself that Apollo is my thief, and immediately run for the door. Good thing the east wing practically mirrors the west. I rush down the warm hall, chandelier light flickering as I go. I push Rhett’s door open, startling Beth who’s lying in his bed with a book. 
“Sorry,” I mutter, as I slide to my knees to knick in the floorboards. I pop the board open to reveal the compartment underneath. Stereotypical, yes, but I don’t think he cared. It was always his hidey hole. Just like the rest of his room, he grew with it. When he was eight and I was four, he would hide candy and trinkets. When he was thirteen, and I was nine, a pocket knife from the Paragon, and a bad report card. When he was sixteen and I was twelve, a brass ring I’ve never learned the significance of, and a box of condoms. When he was eighteen, and I was fourteen, a little mint tin full of pills. No matter what was under that floorboard, the key to the west wing always lay with it. 
“Is something wrong?” Beth sits up, staring at me as I dig through what now occupies the compartment. A teddy bear, an illicit dagger, and my key. I smile at the combination. When Rhett was eight, Penelope made him sell his collection of teddy bears, because she was ready to give up the child that still lived within him. One never made it out of his bedroom. 
“Not at the moment,” I stand, shutting the floorboard. 
“What’s that?” She stares at the key in my hand. “Is that one of your city keys?”
“Yep. Rhett’s got one too. Don’t tell him I’m borrowing it, though. Our secret.”
“Alright,” she stares at me, curiosity pinching her face. If only she knew. As soon as I get back to the mirror, my mind cuts back to all the times Blaire and I tip-toed through the interior hall to stay quiet when Penelope and Lewis were fighting. For some reason, it was easier to pretend we weren’t here when they got into fights. But then Dom would come in sliding in his socks with some kind of joke to crack, and we would end up laughing. 
I unlock the mirror and start down the hall. The lights flicker as I pass by, faulty wiring in the most unused part of the estate. What would Apollo want to do with this hallway? Is he eavesdropping as well? Can I get him to relay everything he heard? Would he be willing? There’s so much unknown, unwritten, unspoken about him. How much is he willing to go before shutting down? I can’t push too far, I shouldn’t even want to. I shouldn’t be curious, yet I am. I shouldn’t hold his gaze, yet I do. 
It’s too bad Penelope threw a devastatingly beautiful man in place of Michallef, but the fact that she did tells me enough. She’s been led to believe Apollo would never go for me. And it’s true, because he admitted it the other day. I shouldn’t even want him, anyway. Shouldn’t. Shouldn’t, wouldn’t, don’t, all melt into my mind until they form the same word. Can’t. I can’t have him, period. I decide to try and remember all the times he’s made me so angry that I’ve had to leave the room because he opened his mouth. 
Blaire would tell me he doesn’t need to speak during sex, so it wouldn’t matter anyway, but then again, Blaire is against dating in general, so I don’t trust her judgment. Not that I would want anything beyond a physical relationship with Apollo. I mean, I think we would be more likely murder each other.
Creaks in the floorboards in the distance silence my footfalls. Someone is coming towards me. No. Not towards me. Is that. . . under me? I drop to the ground, ear pressed to the floor, and yes. Someone’s footsteps right underneath me. But that’s impossible. The only thing directly under the hallway is the wall. My pulse begins to race in intrigue, as the footsteps come closer. I rise to my feet and am careful not to make any noise as I creep towards the echo of the heavy steps. As they grow farther to the right, I come to the conclusion that there is another corridor that mirrors the one I used behind Penelope’s office. 
I reach out, feeling for the filmy material and—yes! Yanking the curtain back, I fall into complete darkness, stumbling towards a tiny, crumbling staircase. I’ve  certainly never seen this before. I grip the banister and rush down it, but it extends longer than I’d picture. With each step I take, I begin to think I’m headed underground. The footsteps pound louder in my ear, and my heart starts to drum within my chest. Finally, I descend into a freezing cold break in the steps. One, dim, little light flickers in and out on the other side, revealing the patchy white drywall. Irony, metallic aromas fill my nose as I pace, meeting the footsteps. As soon as I do, I stop dead in my tracks, because rushing down the hall in the opposite direction is Apollo. 
He’s holding one of the estate lanterns, the ones they use to replace flashlights when they leave the house in darkness, because they refuse to be normal. And nestled in his hand is my box. My black box, the one I’m supposed to give Dom. He’s holding onto it, which means he had to have gotten into my room. He had to have snooped through all of my shit to find it. 
Why does he have it, and where is he going with it? It doesn’t even belong to him, it’s Dom’s and he was curious on the night I received it. It came from a messenger, I remember. Whatever’s in it is highly illegal. Before he can get too far, I break into a run, trying to catch up. I’m about to shout when suddenly, he reaches out for a curtain and disappears behind it. A curtain I didn’t even realize existed. The problem is, once he’s gone, I’m left in the darkness. The next tunnel light isn’t visible, so I squint to find where he ran to. 
He picked up his pace as soon as I turned around. He knows I–or at least somebody was following him. I swing the curtain open once I find it, and surprise surprise, I’ve already missed him. There’s no sign of him or Dom’s box. What am I supposed to do now? I’ve lost the one thing that my brother needs to keep secret, and it’s in Apollo’s hands? How am I supposed to explain that to him? 
And an even bigger problem: where the hell am I? How far underground am I? I push the curtain back and retrace my steps so I don’t mess my route up any worse. My heart races as the hall rounds out into what looks like a circle. If I’m quiet enough, I can hear the constant drip, drip, drip of a leaky pipe somewhere distant. 
Drip, drip, drip. A water droplet straying from one object to another. Drip, drip, drip. Tear stains on my shoulder. 
Drip, drip, drip. A defeated voice creeps into my mind. “I can’t undo your mistake, Lewis.”
Drip, drip, drip. Where have I heard that before? 
Drip, drip, drip. “I can’t control what they say about you, Lewis.”
Drip, drip, drip. “I’m not asking them to withdraw their opinions.”
Drip, drip, drip. “I will not be an outlet to your frustrations.”
Drip, drip, drip. Even though it was more than a decade and a half ago, I can still hear Penelope’s conquered sigh. “I’ve said it over a thousand times, and I don’t have many left in me. I can’t watch you do that to my children and continue to hope that I’ll be able to fix it. To fix you. I can’t do it, Lewis. Not when you refuse to help me. Not when you stare at me like that, like I’m a stranger.”
Drip, drip, drip. “Say something! Talk to me!” Penelope is sobbing, even though we can’t see her. Blaire is a toddler, she’s sitting in my lap with her arms twisted around my neck. I’m sitting in the basement, behind the iron slab table, staring at the blood leaking onto the ground. 
Drip. Drip. Drip. I know exactly where I am. Directly adjacent to me is the room where Penelope executes people. 
The memories come flooding back, even though I could do just fine without them. I choose to ignore them, pretend Lewis doesn’t exist. I push him and the memory out of my mind, and continue down the hall, feeling for the flimsy fabric of a curtain, this time to the left of me. 
	When I find it, I whirl myself through and end up right where I thought I’d be. No matter how many times I’ve been here, I’ll never get over the smell. Copper and moss stings my nose, as I round closer to the table. There’s only one tunnel light right under it, and it echoes into the corners of the room. Hitched on the wall are Penelope’s favorite swords, all cleaned, sharpened, and ready. She has a crew of officers to mop the floor and cremate the bodies, although most of them now are just prisoners of war. 
I brush past the table, hairs on the nape of my neck creeping up. Screams get trapped in this room like air getting trapped in a bag. It’s impossible to suck all of it out. I push the door open and head up the stairs, wondering why I’ve never noticed that there was another interior hall in the basement. I’m up the last stair when I catch Apollo crossing the hall, empty handed. Our eyes immediately meet, and for a moment, there’s a trickle of fear cascading down his body. The second I think I see it, it’s gone, and his face remains the same. “Where were you?” I snap, when I approach. 
“There was a meeting in Aubrey hall for estate supporting members of the RA army,” he shrugs. “You’re usually not the one asking the questions, Abbi.”
“You were not in Aubrey hall. I watched you walk down the interior hall. You have Blaire’s key, and my box.”
“What key, and what box,” he starts to pass me, but I grab his arm and yank him backwards with a force I hadn’t really intended on using. 
“Blaire’s key, and my box.”
“Pronouncing it isn’t going to help me understand you any better.” A glare stains his face as he tugs his arm away. 
“You know exactly what I’m talking about!” I shout. “You walked down the interior hall! With my black box!”
“First of all, I have zero idea what you’re talking about, second, the black box that doesn’t belong to you in the first place? I thought you gave it to who you were supposed to.”
“Dom? No, I haven’t had time. But that’s beyond the point. The point is you had it in your hands, and you were walking down the hall. Blaire’s key is missing, and you stole that as well to get in.”
“Get into where?” His voice turns icy with irritation. 
“The interior hall!” I can’t help but shout. It’s hard not to when he’s being so difficult. 
“What is the interior hall?” He matches my tone, voice rising. 
“You were just in it! You unlock the mirror on the east or west wing and it leads you to a hallway on the interior of the real one? You were just in it!”
“No I wasn’t,” he shakes your head. “I had no idea what that was just a second ago. Whoever you saw with your brother’s box was not me. I came from a meeting in Aubrey hall.”
“Who can I ask to justify that?”
“Whoever the fuck you want. I don’t think it needs justification, but go for it.” The tone of his voice kicks all of my control to the gutter, and before I can think about it, it’s my turn to pin him against the wall. 
“Don’t lie to me!” The pocket knife I always have with me somewhere magically falls into my hand, and I point it at his throat, even though I’m pretty sure the two of us both know I’m not going to use it. “Whatever you think you can get away with, Dimitriadis, you can’t. I’m not going to let you.”
Apollo taps a finger to the point of the knife, lowering it a couple inches. “Watch me.”
“You’re not going anywhere until I hear the truth. You were in the hall, and you had my box.”
“Dom’s box,” he corrects. “And even if I was in that damn hall, I wouldn’t have been seen, I can tell you that much.”
“You want to talk about hubris?” I raise an eyebrow, leaning in closer, arm pressing into his chest like a restraint. He smells like oaky bourbon, like pinewood and clean soap, oh god, does it fit him. “Just tell me where you were, and what you were doing. Give me the key and the box back, and I’ll forgive you for lying to me.”
“Forgive me for a crime I didn’t commit? Do you know how much you sound like your mother?” My mother? Penelope? That’s the worst thing a person could say to me, and I'm certain he deliberately chooses it knowing how easily it provokes my temper.
“I sound nothing like Penelope,” I force my voice to steady, even though I’m ready to start yelling again. His proximity messes with my mind, because how am I supposed to stay angry at him when his eyes cross my body like that? 
“Deny it all you want. But you and her are more similar than I like.” His eyes meet mine again, cold jade flickering with an emotion I can’t read. 
“What’s that supposed to mean?” I stare at him, heart speeding. 
“Penelope’s not exactly the best person to take after,” his expression softens at the corners, but just for a second because he catches it. 
“And I’m sorry she’s my mother,” I scowl. “I’m sorry you don’t care for my family or the estate, or any officer here. I’m sorry that you’re away from home, and I’m sorry that it’s apparently my fault.”
“I never asked for an apology from you.” He tries to sidestep me, but I grip him tighter upon instinct.
“Then enlighten me. What do you want from me?” I lower my voice until it’s basically a whisper. He tenses behind my arm. “What do you want from me, Apollo?”
He tilts his head, and in one swift movement, the knife in my hand is now his, and he’s untwisting from my grasp. I catch his arm and try to pull him back, but he shoves it down forcefully, brushing past me at the same time. My arm rubs over him, and it’s brief, but it’s enough for me to realize with a note of shock that he’s. . . he’s hard.
My lips part with surprise, but he’s already walking in the opposite direction, down a hall that definitely doesn’t lead him where he was intending on going. “This will be the last time I say this, Abbi. But nothing you have.”
Nothing I have. He wants nothing I have, yet. . .
I linger for a minute longer, uncertain whether to follow him or not, but damn does Blaire manage to somehow always find the trouble, because as soon as I turn to leave, there she is. “You’re not going to tell me whatever the hell that was?” She crosses her arms. “You know I don’t like secrets.”
“You know I’ve never cared for that rule.”
No secrets was something we made up when we were twelve. Something I promised her when Dom, Rhett, and I would take trips to the Paragon and leave Blaire out because she was too young. No secrets was only a game of seeing who could hide the most secrets without the other noticing. 
I start up the stairs, waiting for her to follow, because I know her better than she does. She hops up the steps after me, a grin ghosting her face. “So you’re just going to ignore it, then?” She asks as we climb.
“Ignore what?” 
“The fact that you want him.”
“I don’t. I think you read into things too much, because did you not see me pull a knife on him? It doesn’t matter, anyway, we’ve got bigger problems—” The words die on my lips as around twenty officers come sprinting up the second staircase, towards Penelope’s office. Blaire and I exchange a glance, freezing at the top of the stairs to catch the action. Penelope slams the door to her office open and runs out, blood seeping from her neck. Her fingers come away red when she touches the wound, but she doesn’t seem fazed. Officers try offering her help, but she just shoves her way down the staircase. 
“Your majesty! Your majesty!” One shouts from the top of the staircase. “What shall we do with him?”
“Arrest him. Send him on the next train to Caligo as soon as possible,” she calls without even looking backwards. 
“You’re– you’re not going to kill him?” The officer yells as Turner Linnith is pushed out of the office in handcuffs, surrounded by a mob. The blood covered knife in his grasp is dropped. He attacked Penelope? Why? What has gone wrong?
“I’d condemn him to principles worse than death,” Penelope responds.

	

Chapter 16.

	

Sweat starts to bead on Lealiah’s forehead as she digs her feet farther and farther into the dirt, because sinking under the dusty Aetherian soil might be the only way to keep from heat exhaustion. Paisley Edmonds stands right next to her, dragging a stick through the dirt to create a letter, then a word, then a sentence. I’m so hungry, she complains. Lealiah looks up and nods, a tiny smile creeping onto her lips. Paisley’s gotten smart. She used to whisper while outside, but an officer would almost always catch it and would end it with a black eye. 
Caligo had a certain smell to it, both on the inside and out. Inside, it was like walking into an antique shop, or a grandparent’s basement. The entire building seemed to be surrounded by an invisible moth ball. Outside, it was like a swamp without the actual swamp. There wasn’t any water close to Caligo, even though Laeliah swears she saw a lake not a mile from the prison on the train ride. The damn train ride. 
Her heart begins to hammer at the distinct memory. One moment Apollo was right there beside her, the next he was gone. Laeliah opened her eyes and found a man standing in their kitchen, dressed in Hadithian navy blue. “Apollo?” She called up the stairs, waiting for a response. All that returned to her was a stiff silence. 
“He’s not here right now,” the officer pulled his coat back to reveal all the sharp knives in his possession. 
Laeliah staggered backwards, breath sucked from her lungs. “Where is he? He didn’t do anything.” 

“Is that what he told you?” She remembers the officer drawing a knife, her back hitting the wall as he stalked forward. 
Is that what he told you? The question runs through her mind over and over again. It didn’t take a genius to know Apollo was prone to trouble, but Lae had always hoped it was never serious, whatever it was. He had never told her, and she had never asked. And the one time she was faced with real danger, Apollo was right there beside her, assuring her it was going to be okay. He had a gun, and she still remembers the noise it made when he fired it, how it rang in her ears when he picked her up and ran. 
She was alive today because of him, and the officer who had attempted arrest was dead today because of him. A life for a life. Apollo later told her that unfortunately, that’s just the way it works sometimes. 
Caligo is the largest prison in Aetherea, and even then it was overflowing with rebels, prisoners of war, Praedian messengers, and what few remained of Apollo’s intake committee. It was a rare occasion to meet someone who had a normal sounding sentence, like robbery or murder, or drunk driving.
It’s too hot for this, Laeliah sighs in frustration as her faction begins to form a single-file line to wash. If Apollo were here with her, he’d simply tell her to tough it out, take it like a man. He always said that sort of thing in front of her. He always made sure there was nothing to be afraid of, no fear to consume her. It’s been a year since she’s seen him. She wonders if he’s any different. If he got any taller, if he looked any older.
Sometimes, she’ll wonder if she’ll ever see him. What if he never comes back to get her? What if the man in the kitchen had killed him? 
All Laeliah ever had was Apollo. And for most of his life, all Apollo ever had was Laeliah. Regardless, they still got into arguments. Lae would hide his whiskey, and he would yell sometimes. Most of the time, though, Apollo would take her shopping and then they would get dinner in fancy Italian restaurants after. Whatever money he had accumulated from his. . . whatever it was he did, he had used on her. For her. Even if she hated it when he took the TV remote from her and told her she had to go to bed, even if he argued with her when she drained the alcohol down the toilet, she still missed him too much to weigh. 
He wouldn’t have been proud of her the first few days she spent in Caligo. She sobbed for hours. She wouldn’t do anything the RA patrol had asked her, no matter what consequences lurked in her direction. She sat up in bed, body trembling. Most people in her faction had friends or family with them, but she sat there alone, staring at the ceiling. Eventually, the pain eased and she learned just what to do, say, and think around the prison. More importantly, she learned what not to do, say and think. She knew what was potential danger, what could cost her. That she knew Apollo would be proud of, and she held onto it. 
After they washed, they marched back into Caligo where they were handed censored mail. Sometimes, Lae would get a magazine. But most of the time, she watched everyone else take a letter. There were times she was the only one without mail. Paisley stands next to her, pointing towards a particular officer. “He’s calling your name, Lae,” she murmurs. 
“What?” She turns around to find the officer holding an envelope. 
A shaking hand takes it, stunned. Lealiah whirls back to Paisley, who’s reading a letter from her mom. She squints when she reads the neat cursive. It’s addressed in her name, to the Caligo Correctional Institute, from the Hadith Estate.





















			





 Chapter 17.

	

Blaire sits with a knee bouncing at the edge of the table, reading some banned fantasy. She’s already eaten her cereal and just sits there, waiting for me. Rhett and Beth are behind us, practically in each other’s laps which is interesting, because they both don’t strike me as the pda type. Blaire is already pissed, but I can tell her patience is non-existent right now. “It’s seven in the morning,” she grumbles, popping a peach slice from my fruit bowl in her mouth. I glare at her for stealing my food.
“Sounds like someone is tired of being single,” Rhett retorts, which grants Blaire an eyeroll. 
“I appreciate the kindness, since, you know, I could die later today.” 
“What?” Beth rips her mouth away from my brother’s face. “Your event is today?”
“Yes.” She gets up to wash her dishes. “Wish me luck. I’m racing Cecily Grey.” Cecily Grey, who was literally born and raised in a family of Olympic champions. She’s a legend, a whispered rumor, a second-long glance. The woman is a running legacy. She might as well be the fastest teenager in the country. 
“Good luck,” Rhett mutters sarcastically. Apparently Blaire isn’t the only one in a sour mood this morning. Beth elbows his side. 
“You seriously can’t hate her now,” she scolds.
“She’s being dramatic. She’s not going to die. Who’s going to kill a princess for the games? When has that ever happened in history?”
“Who’s going to kill a prince on the battlefield?” She counters, smile dropping. “You told me when it comes down to men murdering men, title means absolutely nothing.”
“The games and the battlefield are two completely different concepts,” Rhett thumbs her cheek. “Penelope isn’t going to let the cabinet kill us.”
“Depends on her mood,” I sink further into my chair, remembering the stony expression on her face yesterday when she burst from her office. It was so plainly unemotional, so stagnant. My stomach twists into knots. What is the war doing to her? Last night, the royal family and cabinet were summoned for a meeting after the attack, and the amount of discomfort between my parents when they’re put in the same room and forced to act like a civilized, positive couple was enough to fill the entire volume of Aubrey Hall. 
Apparently the peace treaty Penelope proposed went to shit and an argument broke out between her, Aust, and Turner over the unauthorized medicines law that was just enacted by Penelope and the cabinet. It was bouncing around for months before it finally passed, but it won by a single vote.
I didn’t understand what could be so detrimental about it. All it did was restrain certain international medicines from reaching the RA, because chemists were starting to find small amounts of poison and other potentially harmful substances laced into international medicines. It wasn’t a big deal, and it was probably one of the softest laws enacted since the war’s start. I was just reading articles about how lethal international medicines were becoming the other night, and was happy to see Penelope doing something beneficial for once.
Maybe Turner was just looking for a fight to pick, because out of all things to attack her for, and it was that? Even though it was just a cut, it wasn’t deep at all, he still held her at knife point. That’s considered attempted assassination, which would’ve been an immediate sentence to execution. But no, she sent him to a rebel’s prison instead. I’ve heard stories of Caligo, but they were all just categorized as rumors in my head, nothing true. At least, I don’t think any of it is. Not that I would know, but I find myself wondering what Apollo thinks of it.
Blaire pulls me up the steps so I can help her braid her hair. We step into the bathroom, which is a complete beauty. If it’s anyone who likes to pamper herself, it’s Penelope Cline. She makes sure every bathroom in the estate is breathtaking and at its cleanest state. “No need to be nervous,” I tell her when I notice how quiet she is. “Even if you’re racing Grey, you’re not going to come in dead last. You’re training with seniors and adults, so you’re going to be fine.”
“You know sprinting isn’t my thing,” she sighs. She’s right, she does better with combat, because she’s inherited her father’s fists and her mother’s intemperance. It’s a dangerous combination, especially for Blaire, which is why I’m glad she’s last in line for the crown. I’d hate to see her in power, because I have a strange feeling that she’d be worse than Penelope. 
“I know, but you can’t be nervous in front of them.” I rest my chin on the top of her head. “If they see you slip, it’s all they’re going to talk about.”
She lowers her head a bit so she can look at me through the mirror. “Tell me this will all end soon, Abbi.”
“Penelope is worrying me. The peace she’s proposing isn’t going to work once Aetherea finds out what happened to their commanding general. There were five-thousand casualties in the last battle in Colmar before the games, and if it continues, we’re going to end up losing over half the country, and who knows how it’ll end. What if somehow, the RA is forced to surrender?”
“Impossible,” she scoffs, tapping the sterling silver ring on my index finger. “We’re too strong. They're outgunned and outmanned, and they know it. It’s inevitable that they eventually pull the white flag.”
Penelope’s heels click against the stairs, and we rush to finish preparing. “Blaire, let’s go!” She shouts from the hall. Blaire curses, fumbling with an eyelash curler. 
“Lewis would kill you,” I grab her arm and yank her out of the bathroom.
“You think I give a shit?”
“You will when he pummels your face to pieces.” 
She only grunts in response as we round the stairs. My eyes drop from the banister to the threshold, where Apollo stands with his arms crossed, waiting. I catch my heart immediately jumping as I remember what happened in the hallway the other day. God, I don’t even have it in me to meet his eyes. Three weeks since I’ve known him, and I’m already at this point? Until he opens his mouth and ignites a fire of aggravation in my stomach. Blaire flicks my back, kicking me out of the stare. “You’re so embarrassing. Stop staring at a fucking Aetherian. You’re living in delusion if you think you’re going anywhere with him.”
“I’m not,” I snap. “I know what he is.”
“Do you?” She raises an eyebrow. “You’re definitely not his type, anyway. I don’t think he’d ever dance with you at the Promenade Gala, or makeout to sweet music.”
“He danced with me at Crete’s Cove,” I counter, though it was probably to get a kick out of Caspar, now that I think about it. 
“Doesn't he have a secret love of his life hidden in a far away tower Penelope imprisoned her in, anyway,” she asks. 
“Apparently.”
“Still doesn't make sense to me. He looks less interested in love than I do. Are you sure it’s not his mom?”
“You know I’d hate a mama’s boy.” 
“Is that enough to turn you off, though?” 
“The sound of his voice is enough to turn me off,” I reply in a low mutter, as we approach the boys. It’s not the sound of his voice, really, rather the words that leave his lips. What he chooses to say, the things he does. Not that I could blame him, it’s just in his character. We are fighting a war against each other, which is the cause of most of the tension between us, I guess. He probably views me as the enemy, judging by what he thinks of Penelope.
“Penelope is waiting for you,” Rhett tells Blaire as we pass. She nods curtly, not ready to give up the mood. 
“Don’t die,” Rhett and I convey simultaneously. She sweeps the door open and disappears on the stairs, leaving the four of us. 
“Really? That’s your only advice?” Beth’s eyebrow arches. Rhett only smiles.
“You belong to a family of saints, don’t you,” Apollo grins at her, to my surprise. He seems to be in light spirits, which is strange for him. 
“Yes,” Rhett answers for her. “I came over for dinner and we had a ‘family-game-night.’”
“Don’t tell me you’ve never done that before,” her cheeks turn the shade of a rose. She must feel outed in front of not only 
“Does it look like I’ve done it before?” He takes her hand. “I think we would’ve killed each other over a game of Sequence.”
“I’m guessing you’ve never had family game night either?” I ask Apollo as we head for the steps. He shakes his head. 
“My mother died during childbirth, and my father never stayed for the show.”
“Childbirth?” I stop, stunned by his tragic answer in such a casual tone. “You never knew her?”
“No, I knew her, just not well. She died during my little sister’s birth. I was eight, so the memories I have of her aren’t all there. I just know I loved her.” It’s the most I’ve heard him speak about himself, and hearing the story loosens the grudge by a hair, but not enough. It does make me feel bad for calling him a mama’s boy earlier, though. I have more questions, but I’m scared to push any further, because one wrong step and he’ll shut it down.
“I’m sorry,” I say instead, blinking up at him. He just shakes his head, and I can see it in his eyes. He’s tired of the apologies.
“Don’t be. It was nearly twelve years ago.” He steps into the car, the unreadable expression returning to his face. It’s almost as if he doesn’t want to hear my sympathy for him. But I’m still too curious to keep quiet, so as we drive, I form questions that I feel don’t seem to cross the line. 
“You never knew your father, though?” I ask, letting the conversation hang in the air as the smell of salt water and late June sunshine soak on my skin.
“No,” he shrugs. “I was a baby when he left. One morning, every trace of him was gone. Funny, because I never remember my mom grieving over him, even when she told me about him. She never remarried, but she was having an affair with some rich artist from Hadith, hence the baby that killed her. I haven’t seen him once since her death.”
“Who raised you, then?”
“For a while, my neighbor. She was an older woman, and I lived with her for a couple years, until she was unable to pay rent and keep the house, so who knows what happened to her.”
“And then what?”
“I was fifteen,” he answers, focusing on the road. “Just managed by myself. I took odd jobs, even tried babysitting a couple of times. Sometimes I had friends pay me to deep clean their rooms for them. I worked two jobs, I stole when I decided to spend money on stupid things and didn’t have enough to get groceries.” Again, picturing Apollo as a kid is impossible. Babysitting? Lily’s completely right. He is a different person. A whole different person.
“Did you ever feel lonely?” The question ceases in my stomach. The word itself makes my heart drop.
“In some ways, yes. I missed my mom, missed her advice and her laughter, but I was never truly alone. I’ve always had help.” The two of us fall silent for a couple of seconds, but then he glances at me with a tint of warmth in his eyes. “Why? Did you ever feel lonely growing up?”
“Extremely,” I admit. “Although it doesn’t seem that way, because the estate is never empty. I’m always surrounded by people. But feeling lonely isn’t usually the physical concept of being without human presence. It’s half longing for connection, half jealousy for those who have it.”
“That’s. . .” he trails off a beat, as if searching for the right word. “Poetic. How long did you have to think about that one?”
“Shut up,” I elbow his side, and the corner of his lip tugs up. “By the way, I want my knife back.”
“What knife?” He raises an eyebrow. 
“My pocket knife. Don’t fucking play dumb in front of me, Dimitriadis. I hate when people waste my time.”
“Yep. There it is,” he nods to himself, and gone is the semi-sentimental moment between the two of us. I glare and retract the soft tone. 
“There’s what?”
“The moment where you say exactly what Penelope would say. You’ve got to stop denying it. You think and act just like her. You even make the same faces as her.”
“Comparing me to my mother is the ultimate way you will win the game of pissing me off.”
“I like games,” he chimes. “And I don’t play any game that I’m bad at.”
“Right,” I mutter sarcastically, as he stops the car in front of the rotunda, tossing the keys to the valet. His tailored Italian suit smells like he’s got money, and before I can protest, he’s jumping out of the car and opening the door for me. I blink at him, shock rolling through me.
He offers his hand and I take it, only to realize why he’s doing this. There’s press everywhere, cameras flashing, crowds lining the steps. People are shouting, pointing, laughing, waving. My heart immediately speeds, the presence of nerves wrapping her cold fingers around my waist. It’s never this chaotic. Sure, there’s always paparazzi, but it’s not normally. . . this.
Instead of being an ass and ditching the crowd like I thought he would, Apollo just wraps an arm around the small of my back and pushes through the mob. I’m hopeful that when we hit the stairs it’ll dwindle, but it only picks up pace as we do. Instead of falling behind, the swarm blocks the entrance of the rotunda, sweeping up the steps faster than I could imagine in four-inch stilettos, and a tiny dress. 
“They’re not usually like this, are they?” Apollo whispers. The nerves crush my voice, so I just give him a tiny nod. “Makes sense,” he shakes his head, eyes a shadow of disapproval. “I thought they’d be all over, today.” What? I’m definitely missing something. Is it some sort of holiday? An important date I’ve forgotten?
A man at the top of the stairs drops down to a squat with a shiny, expensive camera, angling it up my dress. I doubt Apollo notices until we hit the top, and I don’t have the time to yank him away when he somehow manages to knock the camera to the ground. I hear the shatter before he turns around, eyes widening in false surprise. “I’m sorry,” he mutters, yet his tone is sharp and distant. 
“That was a studio 18!” The man starts, standing up, but Apollo is already grabbing me and drags me towards the door. Before we have the luxury of escaping, however, out of the corner of my eye I spot three black cloaks, three dark, vintage cameras. My head whips towards them. Aetherian journalists. What are they doing here? My pulse jumps rapidly at the sight of them. 
As soon as the door shuts behind us, I turn to face Apollo. “That was an expensive camera,” I murmur, keeping my voice low in case the mob decided to follow. 
“You’re not seriously siding with him right now,” he raises an eyebrow. “You’re something else, Abbi.”
“You didn’t have to break it, though. It wasn’t necessary.”
“Yes, I know,” he nods and continues through the cheering crowd. There’s combat going on at the moment, and the rotunda is enthralled. I don’t feel like arguing about it, so I keep my mouth shut. “Penelope wants us to eat. Blaire’s event is right after this match, so choose quickly.”
“Let’s just share a pizza, then. Medium pepperoni.”
“Put olives on it,” he nods to the pizza place in the corner where I first spoke to him, almost an entire month ago. 
“I don’t like olives. They don’t belong on pizza,” I protest. There’s no way I’m letting him win an argument over pizza toppings.
“Too bad,” he shrugs. “I’ll order, then.”
“Absolutely not. I will put them on half,” I huff, hating the fact that I have to give in and compromise for him. 
“Good enough. I’ll get us a table. If it comes back without olives, the pocket knife you so desperately needed will be at your throat.”
“Over a pizza?” I can’t help but smile at how serious his tone is, although we both know he’s joking. He returns the grin, which immediately sends a notch of heat over my cheeks, because the way he smiles at me. . . 
He’s gone before I soak up the image, forcing me to forget how much his face glows when he smiles. I get in line and begrudgingly order the pizza with olives on one half and come back officially defeated from the argument. We sit on a patio overlooking the center, where the death match draws out into the last couple stages. We watch in comfortable silence, his chin resting on his knuckle. 
The girl that’s losing is shaky and slow with her movements, obviously exhausted. The winner’s strategy was just to wear her out and hit when she’s weak. She finally taps out when the winner pins her to the ground, disarming her from her daggers.
She stands and takes a couple deep breaths, before doubling over again and vomiting all over the mat. I turn to Apollo to tell him how much I hate watching this part, but I notice that the color is completely drained from his face. He’s staring up at the ceiling, as if trying to erase the image from his mind. My mouth drops open when I see the gloss of fear lingering in his eyes. “Did you know her?” I ask, wincing at the fact that I referred to her in the past tense already. 
“No. Why?” He asks, blinking and dropping his head a bit to look at me. 
“You look distressed.”
“I’m fine,” he grips his glass of water and takes a sip of it, taking a deep breath. I doubt he knew her, because it was clear she was losing from the moment we started watching. He refuses to look back at the mat though, until they spray the mat down and clean the vomit, and my lips part in surprise.
“You’re afraid of puking, aren’t you?” I ask, equally interested and appalled. He doesn’t deny it, instead, he just continues watching as they carry the girl away as she screams for the last fleeting breaths she can afford. 
“Wow. Apollo Dimitriadis has an actual phobia,” I raise an eyebrow. “Aren’t you going to deny it and tell me you don’t?”
“No, and yes, I’m afraid of puke and needles.”
“Needles?” 
“Your turn,” he tilts his head forward. “That was not free information, Abbi.”
“Fine. I’m afraid of space and clowns.” There are some more serious ones that make the list, but I’m sure he has the same story. 
“Why space?”
“The sun, the moon, the stars, planets, asteroids, meteors, black holes, things we only have pictures and explanations of, things nobody has studied in years. Unexplained territory,” I shrug. “Same goes for the deep ocean.”
It’s honestly deeper than that. It’s a fear of the unknown, but the two of us somehow have wordlessly agreed to keep the conversation light. I’m about to change the subject and ask him for my knife back, but I hear Lynn Pool, the rotunda’s official broadcaster, call Blaire’s name. Both of our gazes jump to the center where they line up on the track. She’s in lane four, which is typical of the cabinet. The fastest runners are always placed in the middle two lanes, or in Blaire’s case the favored. 
“In lane five, Cecily Grey,” Lynn calls over her microphone, gesturing towards the house-named runner. Short and slim, built for sprinting, strong upper half, even stronger legs.
“In lane six, Cassandra Ruette.” A tall brunette with warm olive eyes, looks like she'd rather be anywhere than this prison of what the cruel call a game. “In seven, Pressalyn Sutton. And finally, lane eight is Willa Harmon.”
The box directly under Penelope’s cheers for whoever they’re betting on. That’s right. Aristocrats bet. It came from equestrian derbies back in the day, and carried into the Olympics when horses were banned from the games due to animal cruelty. 
I catch Blaire turning to face Cecilly on the track. Her mouth moves, but I can’t make out what she’s saying. It looks like she’s telling some joke, because her chest rises and falls with half a laugh, and she points to Lynn, no doubt making fun of her for something. If it’s anything Blaire can do, it’s loosening the tension. But Cecily’s face drops as soon as she realizes Blaire is speaking to her. She retreats a step, a look of pure disgust on her face. 
Blaire’s smile fades at the edges, and she offers her hand to Cecilly, but she only slaps it away and utters something, a glower rooting itself on her face. Blaire decides to leave it and spins around like everyone else, while Lynn pulls together a couple of papers from the last race. I wonder who’s keeping this year, since Rhett and Dom stepped down from the job. 
“What was that about?” I ask, gaze snapping back to Apollo. He shrugs.
“Not everyone is fond of your family name.”
“That’s not new. I don’t get why people hate us before we even have a chance to speak, though. No matter how much you say it, I’m not Penlope, and I’m not Lewis. I cannot control their government decisions, nor can I control the war.”
His face softens a touch, and he shakes his head. “I never said you were Penelope. You two have similar reactions and you say the same exact shit, but I wouldn’t blame you for her actions. And I’ve never said you were anything like Lewis.” He says his name like its poison being forced down his throat, and it starts up the rapid drum hidden within my chest. 
“I never called you out on it specifically. I just said people. People tend to think that if our blood is the same, then so are our souls. It’s like they're tangled in a chained knot too tiny and tight to untie.”
The clerk beside Lynn takes a step back, gun ready to fire. Our conversation naturally ceases under the weight the event brings, and it does the same for the audience. The rotunda becomes a room full of anxious whispers, all eyes falling on the track. “Racers, on your mark,” he calls. 
The gun fires and they bolt. 400 meters is simply one lap around the track, and Blaire has never been a strong distance runner. Watching an Olympic track meet is a little different than watching the school sport. Every girl out there is fighting for their life on that track, and each of their strides grow faster, more frantic as they get closer to finishing. 
When most people race, the goal is to win. To be the first to cross the line. This is the only race where winning doesn’t matter half as much as losing does. The cost is just too high, and here, nobody can afford to lose. 
Blaire paces herself neatly, earning herself fifth place, out of eight. Not bad. Not good. Penelope always says you want to aim for first, second, or third, but expect fourth or fifth, and you never want to be sixth or seventh while running. Sixth or seventh leaves room for being passed, but fourth or fifth is a temporary safe spot as long as you keep your pace. 
The rotunda fills with screams as they collectively watch each girl struggle and fight for another year of their lives. The sixth place runner reaches Blaire, and I hold my breath. “Keep going,” I whisper, heart starting to hammer. All of their lives depend on these two minutes.
I start to hear gasps of shock ripple through the audience, and wonder why until I realize that Cecily has fallen behind. She’s in fourth. Apollo blinks in denial. “There’s no way,” he murmurs. The sixth place runner finally passes Blaire, and seventh is creeping up on her. “Run!” I jolt up instantly, knuckles gripping the pretty stone banister so tightly my knuckles grow pale, red marks on the top. 
Seventh tosses herself ahead, tripping forward and before I can comprehend it, Blaire is in eighth place. “Blaire!” I screech, heart dropping into my stomach. 
The next sixth and seventh place must be a tag team, because at the same time, they come right in between Cecily. I don’t think I’m breathing.
Both Blaire and Cecily speed up, and they form a horizontal line. Blaire, Cecily in the middle, Cassandra and a girl named Verita on the outside. There isn’t a clear placement for any of them at the moment, because they all seem the same. There’s been scores separated by literal fractions of a second, but nobody’s ended up in a tie before. 
The roar of the rotunda is so loud it rings in my ears, leaves echoes scarred into the columned walls. I somehow drown all of it out, though, and all I can hear is the thud of my heart in line with Blaire’s heavy strides. They’re more than halfway around the track, and every passing second begins to feel way shorter than I would like. She’s losing time.
Cassandra is growing worn from the adrenaline of her fleet from eighth, and falls behind quickly, leaving Verita, Blaire, and Cecily. Cecily speeds, familiar scalding-red hatred boiling within her eyes when Blaire matches her pace. 
She opens her mouth, turns her head to the side and says something. They’re twenty feet from the finish line. Blaire receives Cecily’s message with a slash of pain crossing her face. Her feet slow, and it takes every ounce of me now to scream at her to keep up from here. Apollo sits frozen still, watching both me and the tack, an unreadable expression on his face. 
Fifteen feet from crossing. First, second, and third have already made it. Fourth is about to. Cassandra is still in eighth, but Blaire is teetering between seventh and sixth, Cecily just an inch ahead. Fourth passes, then fifth. 
Cassandra’s footfalls grow lighter, larger, and suddenly she’s bolting towards the line. Between the three of them with ten seconds left of the race, any of them could be the last to cross.
I don’t remember what breathing even is anymore.
And just like that, Blaire lives up to her last name’s legacy, because within those last ten seconds, she suddenly becomes a genius. 
She rotates an inch to the right, stumbling into Cecily’s lane, and her arm smacks right into Cecily’s stomach. 
On impact, she staggers backwards in pain, and Blaire launches across the finish line just a fourth of a second before Cecily does, just a half of a second before Cassandra does. 
And the crowd falls silent. 








				
     Chapter 18.


	
Apollo blinks between the track and me, his eyes searching. “Did she just cheat?” He asks, as people begin shouting again. The ring in my ears returns as the echoes start bouncing from one wall of the dome to the next. Cassandra drops to the floor, hands covering her head. I can’t help it though, the only thing I can think about is the fact that if Blaire didn’t step in front of Cecily, she would’ve come in eighth, because Cassandra was also distracted by her unpredicted lane switch, causing her to falter.
	“Yeah. And it saved her fucking life,” I breathe, grip releasing from the stone. I turn back to face him, realizing he’s not happy. 
	“She hit another racer,” his voice drops a little, eyebrow raising. “For her benefit. To get herself across when she would’ve lost. That’s cheating. And it’s not even just breaking a rule or two, it’s costing her a life. Cruelty.”
	The moment Cecily recovers from the run, she grabs Blaire’s shoulder, spins her around and bitch slaps her so hard I can almost feel the sting from here. I’m not sure if it should be concerning that she’s so used to being hit with such velocity that she barely reacts or not. Before Blaire can get the last word in, because she always has to have the last word, Lynne Pool drags her away. 
	Two cabinet members stand from their seats and gesture for Blaire to speak with them. She holds her head up, eyes set on them both. The bottom right side of the cavea, where all the Aetherians sit begins some kind of roar. “CHEATER!” The rotunda blares. I glance up at Penelope, who’s no longer in the box. She’s walking down the stairwell, ready to intervene. She appears in the center not two minutes later, heels clicking against the concrete towards the cabinet’s sector. Officers from out of nowhere bolt into the crowd of Aetherians and try their best to keep them quiet. A few are escorted out of the cavea. The whole time, Apollo is dead still and silent, staring at the group of cabinet members, Penelope and Blaire. 
	I want to ask him what he’s thinking, but can’t seem to find the words. Whatever it is would definitely spark some kind of argument, and I don’t have the energy for it right now. I suddenly feel constricted in my seat under his gaze. I swallow the lump that forms in my throat, and force my pulse to even before it becomes noticeable. Damn, he really has to stop looking at me like that. 
	Ten minutes have to go by before Penelope and Blaire leave the sector, and come back out. “The cabinet has ruled out the reaction on the track to be an accident, leaving eighth place to Cassandra Ruette, seventh to Cecily Grey, and sixth to Blaire Cline. All decisions are final and nonnegotiable.”
	More shouts erupt from the cavea over Penelope’s voice. The worst part is when I turn back to Apollo only to see him out of his seat, his back turned towards me. He got up and walked away, without having the decency of pushing in his chair. He disappears into the mob, swallowed by muffled curses and cheers. I immediately get up, rushing to throw our trash away before I follow him straight into the mass. 
	He dashes into a utility hallway, and I follow. “Where are you going?” I break into a run to catch up. 
	He doesn’t answer, even though I know that he knows who’s gone after him. He opens a door leading to somewhere unknown, and lets it slide shut behind him. I whip it back open. “It’s not that big of a deal. I don’t get why you’re so pissed off when it doesn’t affect you in the slightest.”
	He twists around to face me, eyes narrowing with a heat I’m not used to. Not just irritation. Anger. Real, palpable anger.
	“Sure. It doesn’t affect me, but you know who it does affect? The girl who takes the fall! For your sister!”
	“Cassandra would’ve lost anyway,” I shoot back, anger starting to simmer, like water in a pot the second before it boils. “It was Cecily she hit, and that was probably because she was being a bitch! You’re well aware, you’re just looking for a fault in the cabinet so you could feel better about Aetherian kill counts.”
His eyes flicker, and then he level me with a look that’s fucking terrifying. “First, I don’t care about Aetherian kill counts. It’s war. People die anway. There’s nothing I need to degrade about the cabinet to justify a war. Second, Blaire was at least a half a second behind before she stepped into Cecily’s lane, and she would’ve lost, there’s no arguing it. The reason Penelope intervened was because she was losing faith that they would rule out.”
“She intervened to defend Blaire!”
“Blaire would have defended herself, clearly,” he shakes his head. “Cassandra dies for her! How do you not see it?”
“There’s going to be a loser in every game. Someone is always going to die. And today, it was Cassandra. Get over it. You can expect me to pout over the cabinet’s choices all you want, but I’m not going to. It was someone I love out there, and the selfish part of me is grateful for her doing what she did!” My rising voice echoes farther into the hall. If we continue, someone could find us.
“You still don’t see it, though, do you? If it was anyone else who hit Cecily, the cabinet would’ve killed them both for law breaking!” He yells, eyes sharp with disdain. “But because her last name is Cline, it’s a different story, isn’t it?”
When I can’t bring myself to answer, his glare only nourishes, forcing me to shrink under pressure. I live in a house full of men who have sworn their own lives insignificant compared to the crown, yet nothing can intimidate me more than this man’s expressions. That’s stupid, because why would I let him bother me like that? Why does it matter to me, when I know it really shouldn’t?
“I can’t disagree with you, and yes, I know it boils your Aetherian blood, but at the moment, it saved Blaire’s life, so I can’t really play devil’s advocate over it. I’m sorry you think otherwise, but I wasn’t the one in the sector!”
He crosses his arms and sighs. I’m almost positive I can see him counting to ten in his head before he mutters something that ticks a spark on my skin, like I touched a charged piece of metal. “It’s almost concerning how desensitized you are to everything your government does.” His tone drops into something I’ve never heard. It’s low and calm, like he knows he’s won the fight. 
“Desensitized?” I chide, not missing a beat. “I’m aware of what we do, Apollo. I’m not stupid!”
“I never said you were, don’t put words in my mouth. I don’t blame you either, not with the propaganda Hadith feeds you as if it’s the only thing your diet consists of.”
“Hadith doesn’t produce any propaganda,” I spit. “That’s a department your province would be educated in. Were you not out there when Aetherian journalists flooded the stairs earlier?”
“That is nothing like propaganda, it is blunt truth. Learn the difference.”
I scoff. “You give your people false hope, not blunt truth. Learn the difference. You tell them the RA is destroying us, yet what you don’t say is that without us, Aetherea and Praedia are nothing.”
“I’m not sure you’re understanding,” he shakes his head slowly, as if lecturing a child. “Propaganda is like when you were forced to watch those stupid nature shows in your science class when you had a substitute for the day. When you watch the show about the fox and her kits, you’re thinking they’re so adorable and sweet, when suddenly, the eagle swoops in and steals the kit for dinner. And now, the eagle is evil, and everyone is upset with it.
“But, when you’re watching the documentary about that eagle, when you watch it swoop in and steal the kit, you’re rooting for it. You know it has to eat, and you’re thinking, ‘wow, that was pretty badass.’ People know how to manipulate your perceptions like that. People know how to point something out to you and say ‘look at that! Look at what we’re doing? Isn’t it awesome? Yeah, we did that!’ Meanwhile, they’re hiding under that facade, doing noble, respectable things to distract people from the truth.”
“Yes, but the RA doesn’t really conceal the Olympic murders. It’s no secret we kill people.”
Apollo only lets out half a laugh in reply. “You think that’s the only destructive thing your mother is responsible for?”
“It’s not just my mother, and relatively speaking, yes. No government is perfect.”
“What does your family tell you, Abbi?” 
“What do you mean?” Curiosity strikes me hard, and beyond that, pure shock. What the hell does he know about my family that I don’t? His mouth shuts immediately, as if he realizes he shouldn’t have said it, and I know he won’t budge. It doesn’t matter, because I’m about to pry anyways. 
The door bursts open before I’m able to say anything, though, and incomes officer Jillard. “I was looking all over for the two of you,” she deadpans. “I shouldn’t have to lift a finger for you, Cline. You owe me.”
“Look at that. The bodyguard needs a bodyguard,” I gaze back at Apollo.
“She didn’t say my name,” he protests, a lazy flick of his eyes over me sending an unwelcome spark of awareness down my spine.
“Get out of here before Penelope decides to murder me,” Jillard kicks the door back open. She gives Apollo a look of resentment before muttering, “General Carthem expects you in the basement, Dimitriadis. I was sent to relay the message.”
“Good,” I sigh, not caring that he hears it. I need him to get as far away from me as he can before I fucking explode, or something. 
“What does Carthem want?” Apollo pins the guard back up as he steps towards Jillard.
“No idea. Your unit of ranking might’ve been deployed.”
“What?” My pulse jumps. “He can be deployed?”
	“I’m an officer, aren’t I?” Even as he says it, his tone remains uncertain.
“You’re Aetherian,” I purse my lips. 
“Sworn to the crown,” Jillard interrupts. “He serves the queen. He fights for the RA. Simple as that.” Her eyes snap right back to Apollo, as if she’s reminding him where his loyalties lie. Loyalties? Right. 
It’s not as simple as that at all. Not with Penelope holding ms. star-crossed lover hostage somewhere. Inky black jealousy folds itself over me like an old blanket as I remember. It’s irrational, so irrational, and I avoid the feeling at all costs, but it’s difficult to ignore. Whoever she is, he’s got to have some great deal of feeling for her. For her. Her. I’m losing it, aren’t I? I’ve known the entire time, and I still gather high hopes. Doesn’t matter, I think, and shake it off as best I can. Bigger problems, remember. Focus.
“But he’s not deployed, right?”
“About to find out,” he walks through the door without another word, leaving Jillard and me alone. 
“Do me a favor and don’t get attached, Abbi. With that messy bloodline of his, your best move is to stay the fuck away.”
“I’m not attached,” I offer her a look of exasperation. I’ve had enough arguing for today. “I’m not stupid.”
“Your eyes deceive you,” she notes.
“You wouldn’t blame me,” I shoot back, and she only laughs. 
“I never said I did. That’s why I’m warning you. His loyalties are non-existent, as far as I’m concerned.”
“Yeah, well he’s not exactly a charm, is he?”
“No, but I’m sure you’ve imagined he’s a monster in bed.”
	“For ten seconds, maybe. Until he opens his pretty little mouth.”
	“You keep saying that,” we round the hall and end up in the hustle of the rotunda again. I peer up at our box to see a grinning Blaire overlooking the center right beside Penelope. Lewis is missing, but that’s no surprise, now is it? As soon as Jillard spots Conner on the stairs, she waves him over. 
	“Keep her out of trouble,” she says.
	“I’m not a teenager,” I huff.
	“You once were, don’t I remember,” Conner shakes his head. 
	“Once was more like a year ago,” Jillard’s lips form a straight line.
	“Big difference between nineteen and twenty,” I sigh. I don’t get why people say once you turn eighteen, you’re a complete adult. Eighteen and nineteen still explicitly express the word teen. I thought eighteen was a turning point for me, yet I’m still in shock about being twenty. Although it was barely three months ago, it’s almost sad in ways. There isn’t much in me that’s thrilled about being an adult. It’d be different if my last name wasn’t Cline, because I would’ve been able to escape at eighteen, but here I am. 
	“Apparently,” Conner says. “Thanks, Taylor.” 
	“She’s already gone. I’m under the impression she hates me.”
	“That wasn’t established prior?” 
	“Don’t be an ass.” We head up the stairs, but the thing that catches my eye is what appears to be Lewis and Carthem deep in conversation sitting at the bar of Lisols. I stop short to make sure I’m not going insane, but yeah, it’s Carthem. 
	“I know. I find it strange, too. Your father interacting with someone. How endearing, after years of solitude,” Conner mutters flatly. 
	“That’s not what’s bothering me. He’s friends with Carthem, which is unsurprising. I’m half convinced they both drink blood for breakfast, instead of orange juice.” Carthem is one man you’re supposed to give your undivided attention and respect to, no matter where you stand or who you are. None of it matters when it comes to him, because one word and he can have you incinerated. He and Penelope hold similar amounts of power in the cabinet. Carthem is a little bit different than Penelope, though.
	At least I witnessed it when Penelope broke. I was there. I dream the same emotions are strapping me down every once and a while, and in one big scary way, I understand her. 
	Carthem has no excuse. Ever. Carthem is a spawn of Satan, end of story. I don’t owe you another explanation. He’s a creature from Hell, therefore belongs in Hell. Full circle.
	“What’s bothering you, then?”
	“I don’t know,” I lie, only because I don’t have the energy to explain it. If Carthem doesn’t want to speak with Apollo, then where is he going? Does he know? Is it a plot to be murdered? Did Penelope hire a hitman? 
	Reasons why she might’ve:
1. He’s Aetherian, so he’s a liability to the crown.
2. He has all the wrong opinions
3. Whether she admits it or not, he gets under her skin. Mine as well.
4. Maybe she can see it too, but her daughter is definitely dreaming up some magical plan to seduce him into her bed, like she’s fucking Circe or something. Just kidding. Only half. She’s definitely gone insane. Let her revel quietly. 
5. It’s a stretch, but he could be a spy. I know we’ve caught at least three in the last year.
Reasons why she wouldn’t:
1. There really aren’t any, because she can do whatever she feels like doing, and digs her way right out of every hole the law traps her in.

So yeah, it’s not looking too great for Apollo. When I push the door of our box open, the first thing I do is hug Blaire, who’s back in her gorgeous yellow dress, her face a ray of sunshine and daffodils for once. 
“I’m alive, yes,” she sighs, eyes crinkling. 
“Credit goes to me,” Penelope butts in, not even bothering to look back at me. 
“Yes, congratulate her as if she needs validation because she’s not already the one who runs the entire country,” Blaire lets go of me.
“Where are the boys?” I step onto the balcony, facing Penelope.
“Don’t care at the moment, as long as they’re not dead.”
“Good to know.”
“How was lunch?”
“Torturous. You need to give me a gag, or duct tape.”
“I would consider, but that would take the fun away,” she nods at the event going on in front of us. Boxing, boy and girl aged fourteen. It’s hard to tell who’s winning at this point, and I’m already rooting for whoever this chick in the red is, because she’s kind of kickass. “That’s Charlotte Grimes.”
“JP’s daughter?” I recognize the last name. JP is one of the current members of the cabinet, and I think Penelope might consider him a keeper. I’ve spoken to him twice, and he’s so intelligent you’d think he studied at university for at least six years. But you’d be wrong, because he dropped out to join the army years ago, and he’s served at least seven years before returning to politics. 
“Yes. She’s got your mind, Abbi.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Putting you and her in a room together would cause an explosion. She hates me. She came to Aubrey Hall with JP for Court Induction, and in the middle of a discussion, told me to shut up.”
“Told you to shut up?” My mouth drops, and she smiles. 
“Fourteen years old and already a pain in my ass. Should’ve known.”
“What’d you say?”
“I made sure she knew that about twenty feet under us, there was a room with an iron table, and people’s heads usually end up on it.”
“You don’t always have to be so brutal.”
“Oh I absolutely do. I hope the two of you understand I don’t need validation or love of any kind to rule. I need intense fear and intimidation.” Yes, because she lives off of it. It’s the fuel to an uncontrollable fire. Everyone who feeds into it is her personal arsonist, though they don’t mean to be. It gives her a certain type of power over the nation that shouldn’t lie within her grasp. She’s not responsible with power, not in the slightest. Penelope scares everyone in the estate, the only exception being Lewis. It’s an unspoken agreement between all of us. Nobody questions her, because once her mind is set, it’s set. I’d never want to be in the position of her advisors, not that they matter much to her. I’m honestly not sure why they were appointed in the first place, because they don’t serve a purpose to Penelope. 
“By the way,” Penelope turns to gaze at me for a moment, hand gripping the smooth marble railing. “There’s an event at the rémanence on Sunday night I need you to attend on my behalf since Sepper and Epperstaish have been up my ass about Somerset’s reconstruction plans.”
“The rémanence?” I blink. “Are you insane?”
“No. It’d be good for you. You barely went with Blaire and me when we had events.”
“That’s because I hate opera.”
“It’s not just opera. They dance, too. You’ve seen their masks and replica ball gowns. Gorgeous wardrobe, gorgeous shows.”
“Lucky. If she’s not going to go, I’ll happily take her ticket,” Blaire muses. “Any chance you could find me a date, as well?”
“You’ve been explicit about not dating before,” Penelope counters.
“Yes, but it would be romantic,” she chimes, word rolling off the tongue like a daydream, like a vacation too expensive to afford. Poor girl read too much poetry. 
“She’s going, anyway. I need to review the latest records of Dera’s battle, as well.”
“Dera? That was in May. We’re that far behind?” My face drops. The estate keeps politics out of Blaire’s grasp as well as my own, and for whatever reason is beyond me. I have no clue why they’re so behind on historical recording, but it’s definitely not a good look on their part. 
“Dera’s the only missing one, in my defence.”
“And why would it be missing?” 
She sighs, lips pursing. “Someone broke into the Alcott last night.”
“The Alcott,” My eyes widen, and I turn to face her completely. “What could possibly be in the Alcott that a person would need to steal?”
“Use your head, Abbi. Aethereans crave information. Especially the kind that will give them access to all of our confidential battle records, ploys and attack methods.”
Well shit.






















														                 Chapter 19. 


The Alcott is the biggest archive in the country. Large, marble pillars hold the building together in a neat sum of Greek architecture in a similar structure to the rotunda. The wrap around deck is sprung with estate lanterns, dimly lit by a singular warm flame. Inside are rows and rows of historical records, some recovered from centuries ago, books written by past generations of royalty and aristocrats, research, journal entries, letters, military strategy, as well as just works of fiction. It’s Blaire’s favorite place, and I have to give her credit. It’s fucking gorgeous. 
Penelope holds most of the cabinet meetings in it, which is what brings me here. For whatever reason, she asked me to start attending each one with her as an observer. Odd, because everyone, even her advisors are swept out of the room during meetings. They’re perhaps the most private you can get from the estate. Each meeting is held at some dark hour of dawn, out of tradition. So I pour myself a cup of coffee before taking the hike. And almost drop it when I hear Blaire mumble something incoherent from the kitchen table. “Blaire!” I snap, burning the adrenaline off. 
Her head is buried under her hands on the table. “Shh,” she whispers. I can’t tell if she’s asleep or not, but her voice seems stuck in a cloud. “I can’t sleep, Abbi,” she murmurs. I slide into the seat beside her and lift her head to make sure her eyes are open. 
“Why aren’t you in bed? It’s almost three.”
“I can’t sleep,” she repeats. Her eyes are bleary and spotted red around the rims. 
“This is the third time this week,” I curse under my breath and try to haul her to standing, but her body turns to liquid in my arms and falls away. 
“Insomnia,” she shrugs. She’s had insomnia since who the hell knows, but no matter how many treatments Penelope’s tried, none has ever just cured her like that. It’s part of the reason why she turns to alcohol, she says it wakes her up and keeps her going. For some reason she skipped the whole caffeine and sugar step and went straight to the most destructive substance. Of course.
“At least lie somewhere more comfortable,” I pull on her arm. “How’d you even get down here?”
“Tripped down the stairs. Your stalker thought I was drunk. I was definitely sleepwalking.”
“Apollo saw you? How long ago was this?”
“Mm,” she answers. “He was wearing a backpack.” She stifles a sleepy laugh. She’s half delirious at night, so I don’t know how accurate this is. But it sparks the image of him running down the interior hall with Dom’s black box. 
“Come on, you need to get back in bed.”
“If you can carry me.” She stands anyway, a hand gripping the back of the chair. “What about you? Why are you awake at this hour? Are you switching bedrooms again, because I never got a sex life update.”
“There isn’t an update, unfortunately,” I shove her forward and she gets moving, still leaning against the wall. 
“Debatable.”
“Get in your bed before I drop you,” I march her to the stairs, and she must not be as tired as she appears, because she still has the brain power to offer me the finger before heading up the stairs. 
I don’t think most people understand the dynamic of Hadith estate. Nobody fucking sleeps. Ever. If it’s not Blaire and insomnia, it’s Penelope and work, or the patrolling officers of the crown, or Conner who’s somehow always awake. 
I slip out of the estate after being patted down and interrogated by patrol, and creep down the cobblestone, Apollo’s argument from earlier drilling itself into my stomach. I can’t get his words out of my mind. They must be getting stitched onto my skin or something, because it’s impossible. Desensitized? Am I really desensitized? The way he said it made him sound like he was pinning it on me, labeling me. Whatever, it’s not like his opinion matters to me. Because it shouldn’t. It doesn’t. 
	It doesn’t. 
I pad up the steps of the Alcott as softly as I can and grip the sculpted door handle. As soon as I open it up, strong aromas of ink and vanilla bean fill my nose. I sigh in a breath of relief upon instinct, because usually when I’m in here, it’s because I have insane cabin fever in the estate. 
Candle flames twist shadows on the polished cream marble walls. “Abbi,” Ismene Arda smiles at me from the desk where she waits next to a library cat who flicks her tail to me in greeting. Ismene has been the Alcott’s head curator for two years. She’s young, probably just out of school. She’s not alone, there are about twenty other curators, but she’s the only one who stays here all day and all night, guarding it all. My guess is her time here is ticking, after the break in. Shame, because I’ve always admired her. 
First, she’s simply a goddess. The clearest, softest skin I’ve ever seen, sleekest dark hair, warm hazel eyes. She smells like hazelnuts and coffee, and always wears the shiniest pair of silver hoop earrings. I’m in love, yes, I know. Beyond that, she speaks with a clarity and confidence I’ve literally never heard within anyone else. “Cabinet meeting,” I approach the desk, hand reaching for the black cat’s head. I scratch behind her ears and hear her low purr rumble from her stomach. “She’s new.”
“Just turned up. Doesn’t have a name yet. I think she's still a kitten. Mom and her litter are probably somewhere around the property. Penelope is waiting for you in the west wing,” she nods in the direction.
“Okay–hey, everything alright after the break in? I heard a curator was attacked.”
“Yes, Cassidy Portte. But she’ll make a quick recovery, nothing fatal.” I’m about to ask who got in, and what they were able to steal, a tall figure steps behind me.
“Alexandra, it’s good to see you. Come on, I’ll show you where we meet.” 
I whip around and grin at the sound of her voice. “Avalon.” I haven’t seen her in years. She left Hadith when I was sixteen to study political science at Delphi, and I haven’t seen her since. That was four years ago. “What are you doing here?”I can only blink up at her complexion in complete shock. She looks older than I remember yet younger than I anticipated. She’s poised, poised in a way that almost reminds me of Apollo. She seems so natural, so blended in the environment. 
“You’re here in place of Salvitto, aren’t you?” Ismene leans against the desk, a book page flipping with her elbow. 
“Yes,” Avalon glances down at her, hand tucked under the cat’s chin.
“Salvitto? Reed Salvitto? The cabinet member?” I ask. “Did Penelope fire him?” 
To my surprise, the two of them exchange a glance, and then proceed to pretend they didn’t hear me. “The room’s just down the hall,” Avalon wraps a light grip around my shoulder and leads me away. “I’m glad you’re attending. The only friendly one in the sector is Thoren, and that’s just because he’s .”
“Thoren?” It occurs to me that I don’t know every cabinet member’s name. Not this year, at least. JP is the only repeat, and Salvitto is apparently being thrown out. Avalon leads me through the dully lit west wing, heels tapping lightly against fine marble. Years of ancient Greek art hang from embroidered gold frames. Large paintings that depict angels and gods, goddesses, battles and war. Pottery sits on display stands, designs etched and chiseled flawlessly on the cold clay. The smell of old roses and freshly printed paper hit like a beach wave as Avalon cracks a rich oakwood door open with a forced smile tightening on her face. Even the way she walks gives away her discomfort.
Penelope sits in the center of the sector, shuffling through a couple files sitting in front of her. The four other cabinet members sit either to her left or two to her right. There are two keepers sitting across from them, and a seat in the center for me. Or at least I assume it’s for me. 
“Ah. It’s good of you to finally join us, Abbi,” Penelope gestures to the chair in the center, and yep, there aren’t any other invitees. Avalon takes a seat on the end next to a man in the RA army’s dark combat uniform. One look at it and it reminds me of what Apollo looks like in it, and damn do I wish he wore it more often. Sleek and sharp, composed and highlights every muscle, every feature. “Now that we’re all here,” Penelope’s eyes roll right to me. “Abbi, I’d like you to meet all of our cabinet members. It’s time you involve yourself. Of course, you know Avalon. To her right is Thoren Sepper, then Zara Briggs.”
	Briggs is tall and blond, soft tight curls falling over her back. She’s the only one in here who seems completely unarmed and unprepared, seeing as almost everyone else has on a uniform, besides Avalon. 
	“On the other side of me is JP Grimes, and on the end is the head of administration, Francis Epperstaish.”
	I’ve spoken to Francis Epperstaish before at one of Penelope’s galas. She’s been after this position for who knows how long, and finally has it, but with Penelope’s recent unpredictability, any mistake she makes can cost her the title. I give a polite nod to her, and the top of her lip curls at the edge, forming more of a grimace than a smile. I know she’s never been a fan of me or Blaire. It’s not like I take it personally, because it's quite a common take for Hadith’s officials. 
	Everyone adores the boys. The boys get to fight our battles, surrender their lives for an army, for a crown. But Blaire and me? Different story, especially when we’re younger than the boys, and tend to run the train off the tracks more often than not. Penelope starts speaking, but I drown her out on instinct. She asks Francis something, and the keepers start journaling, 
	Interest only pokes me when Penelope finally addresses the one thing we all collectively, silently know we’re here for. The break in. “RA law enforcement is heavily searching for the persons responsible. Since the trespass happened to occur on estate property, I’ve enforced stronger security, and established something I should have done a while ago: a curfew. Hadith’s official curfew is 11:00. Anyone our officers catch outside after hours will be fined—”
	“What did they steal?” I interrupt. Suddenly, all heads in the room turn towards me.
	“Above your pay grade,” Penelope remarks







