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I gently pr-rsh open the doors and step ir-rto the puddle of light

cast b.v sel,eral flickerine candles. The s*'eet smell of dough and

cinnanron hangs in the air, su-addiine rne in r,varntth and menrories.

'Yor-r're up earlier every year.'

I nreet Gail's smile rvith a small one of my orvn. Her apron is

dusted rvith cinnamon, her face streaked tith flour. l lift niyself

onto the sanle collnter I've sat atop since I rvas big enough to reach

it - rn1. p:ilrns flattened behind me, scars stickv fron'r the countertop.

Ihere's comlbrt in the normalcy of it all.

I smile at the u,oman u,ho all but raised me, a single shoulder

Lfted rn :r 1a21, shrug. 'Every year I sleep less.'

When her hands find her hips, I knor,v she's fighting the urge to

scc',1c1 me. 'You r.vorrv nre, K:ii..'

'\\'fien hr.rve I not?' I sav lightly.

I r:r rt:-icr.rs.' She rvags a finger, gesturing to the r,r,hole of

rrr '\-,-'l.':::olr lolrnq to be dealin'rvith all this. It seerns like

,.r-r,..'i';rg;r-ri.l\ \oL1 ucrc running rroLlnLl my kitchen, you and

Kitt. . .'

She trails off at the nlention of him, forcing me to resuscitate the

dying corx,ersation. 'I actually canre fronr Father's -' I pause long

enough to sigh through my nose -'Kitt's study.'

Gail nods slorvly. 'He hasn't left it since his coronation, has he?'

'No, he hasn't. And I lvasn't in there long, either.' I run a hand

through nry disheveled hair. 'He rvas just informing rne of my first

missron.'

She's quiet for a long nloment. 'It's her, isn't it?'

I nod. 'It's her.'
.And are you-?'
'Going to complete the mission? Do as I'rn told?' I finish for her.

'Of course. It's m,v duty.'

Another long pause. And did he remember rvhat today rs?'
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can't make out in the shadorvs. Statues correred in iv,v litter the

garden, several missing chunks of stone after taking one too man)r

topoles that certainly had nothing to do lvith me. The fountain

ripples at the center of ir all, reminding me of stifling days and

understandable sttrpidity that had Kitr and mc jumping into it.

But it's lvhat sits beyond the garden that I'nr here for.

I step out into the soft stretch ofgrass that rvas once layered lvith

colorful rugs for the second Trial's ball. Not allorving myself to

rerninisce any further on that night, I follorv the moonlight that

strokes its pale fingers over the outline of her.

Tl-re s-illon- tree looks hauntingly al1uring, her leaves rustling in

lhe soil breeze. I run my eyes over each drooping branch. Over each

root breaking through the dirt. Every inch is beautiful and strong.

I push through the curtain of leaves to step beneath the tree I visit

as often as life wiil a1low it - but aiways on this day lvith a sticky

bun in hand. I run rny fingers along the rough bark of the trunk,

tbllowing its familiar srooves.

It's not long befbre I take my familiar seat beneath the torvering

tree, draping an arll1 over my propped knee. Balancing the plate atop

a particuiariy large root, I pull a srnali matchbox frorn my pocket.

'I couldn't find a candle this year, sorry.' I strike the match,

staring at the small flanre norv sputtering on the srick. 'So this lvill
have to do.'

I push the nratch into the center of the stickl, bun, smiiine slightly

at the pathetic sight. I take a monlent to r.vatch it burn, rvatch it
paint the nrassive tree in a flickertng glorv.

Then I look dor,vn beside me, running a hand over the soft grass

there.

'Hrppy birthday, A.'

I blorv out the rnakeshift candle. letting darkness sr,vallorv us

rvhole.
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biting my tonglle against the pain, and clarv at the u.ood r,vith

crimson-stained fingers I struggle to ignore.

The t'loor seems to be just as stubborn as I arn, refusing to budge.

I s'ould h:rr-e rdr.nired its resiiience if it rveren't a darnn piece of
ll'(r0d

I dort'r ltare tintc-ld rht:. I ttecd to gtt out of htre .

A frustrated sound tears fronr m)- throat befbre I blink at the board,

blurting, 'I could have sr,vorn you \\rere the secret conrpartment. Are

vou not the nineteenth floorboard fror-n the door?'

Iin starirrg daggers at the u,ood before a hysterical laugh slips past

my 1ips, and I tip try head back to shake it at the ceiling. 'Plagues,

non-I'rrr talking to thefToor,' I nrutter, further proof rhat I'm losine

nrv nund.

Although, it's not as if I have anyone else to talk to.

It's been for-rr days since I stumbled back to my childhood hon.re,

haunted and half dead. And yet, both my mind and body are far

from healed.

I may have dodged death r,vith each swipe of the king's srvord,

but he still managed to kill a part of me that day after the final Tria1.

His u-ords cut deeper than his blade ever could, slicing me rvith

slir-er-s of trurhs as he toved rvith me, taunted me, told me of my

tlther's death u'ith a srnile tugging at his lips.

'lv'ouldn't ),ou like to know who it was that killed your.father?'

A shiver snakes dow-n my spine rvhile the king's cold voice echoes

through my skull.

'Ltt's just say tlnt your -first cntounter u.,ith d pri.nrc wasn't when you saued

Kai in tlrc alley.'

If betrayal was a weapon, he bestowed it upon me that day, driving

the blunt blade through my broken heart. I blorv out a shaky breath,

pushing away thoughts of the boy rvith gray eyes as piercing as the

srvord I rvatched him drive through rry father's chest so many years

a'go-

Staggering to mv ttet- l

floorboards, listeni'rg for

spinning the silver ring on

very bones feeling t-ar too .

the final Trial and my fid
the result of sha$' fingers

and stitches sloppt'.

After limping from th

stumbled into the rr-hite :

called headquarters. But I

no familiar f26ss filling rhe

with nothing but mv Pein

I was alone - have beer

my body, my brain, m1- bL

The wood beneath me ,

Once again I'm on rhe t-I

compartment benearh- I t
the nineteenth floorboard

I reach into the rlarl<n(

hilt of a dagger. My heart

the swirling steel handle c

But I chose the shedrlir

my beloved blade into the

he fowd it, prorrrising to r
back.

Empty blue eyes bli-nk

lift into the light, startliu

My skin is splattered wid

sight of the gash travelinl

over the jagged skin- Shn
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boot, stor,ving awa.v my scared reflecrion rvith it.

I spot a bor'v and its quiver of sharp arrows concealed in the

conlpartment, and the shadow of a sad sntile crosses rtry face at

the memory of Father teaching me ho-uv to shoot, the gnarled tree

behind our house my oniy target.

Slinging the borv and qr-river across my back, I srft through the

other -r,n'eapons hidden beneath the floor. After tossing a ferv sharp

throrving knives into my pack, where they joined the rations,

blarrket, water canteens, and crumpled shirt l'd hastily tucked inside,

I strlrggle to nr,v feet.

I r-e never felt so delicate, so damaged. The thought has me

.u cllirig s-ith auger. has rne snatching a knife from riry r,vaist and

irchrng to plunge it into the rvorn, rvooden rvall before me. Searing

pain shoots dor,vn my raised arm when the brand above my heart

pulls taut u,ith the movement.

A reminder. A representation of r,vhat I am. Or rather, rvhat I'm

not.

O for Ordirrary.

I send the kniG fl,ving, plunging it inro the rvood rvith gritted

tec'th. The scar stings. eloating of its endless existence on my bodl'.

' I rt'tll lcaL,c lt1, tlLlrk otr )'otLr lleart, lest ),ou-fLrrott rilio's hroken it.'

I rrrlk o\ cr to the blade, readl' to yank it fi-om the rvall r,r.hen

rhe board bcneath my foot creaks, dralving my attention. Despite

knorving that flirnsy floorbo:rrds are anything but loreign to houses

in the slums, rny curiosity has me bending to invcstigate.

IJ- euery ueak.y l111ayi uere a (-ontpartment, our -f7oor uould be littered ui.th

them .

The rvood lifts and my eyebrorvs do the sarne, shooting up my

forehead in shock. I huff out a humorless laugh as I reach into the

shadows of the cornpartment I didn't knolv existed.

Silly of nrc to think that tht Resistdncc tuds the onl1, 5eilsy Father kept;from me .

My fingers brush s-orr

stuffed with papers that

recognrzlng the messr- har

Father's journal.

I shove it into mv pack"

needed to study his rr-ork

many days lvounded and-r

The Sight that rr-itnesse

that image all over the kir

aheady wasted the heed st

I make my \\raY ro [he (

n-here I can disappear inr

attempt to head across the

don't exist and Ordinan':

Reaching for the door

I halt, hand outsmetche

Quiet.

It's nearlv rridder-- m,

should be a srr-arm of rrre

the slums buzz rr-ith color

Something's not iglfi - - -

The door shudden. sor

the outside. IjumP back. e

ducking down the secra

the Resistance meetrns-

there makes me queesr-- 1

sighing in anlor-ance des

Hou do I nlusy5 -finJ 
,r; r

The door breaks oPer

halfrvay up the grimr- sr;

bricks dig into mr back-
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Brau,rty.

Only an Elite rvith ertraordinarv strength u.ould be able ro snrash

throush m1, barricacled and bolted door so quickly. 'Ihe sound of
heavv boots has nre liguring that llve Imperiais have just filed into

my home.

'Don't just stand there. Search the place and convince me that

you're useful.'

A shiver runs dorvn my spine at the sound of that cool voice, the

one I've heard sound like both a caress and a command. I stilTen.

shpping slightl1, dou.n the sooty wa1l.

Hr -, ircrc,

Ihe i oice that tollorvs is gravell1., belonging to an Imperial. 'You

heard thc Enibrcer. Get a nrove on.'

Tlte Ettfirccr,

I bite mv tongue, whether to keep myself from letting out a bitter

laugh or a scream, Iiu not sure. My blood boils at the title, reminding

rne of everything he's done, every bit of evil he's committed in the

shadorv of the king. First for his father, anci now fbr his brother -
thanks to me ridding him of the forrner.

Except he's not thanking me. No, he's corue to kill me instead.

')[ay[t: ttltcn I rid nyself of 1tou, l'll -firtd nty cotrage. So I'n giuinq yoy 6

Itc,t,l st,trt'

A 1ot of good his head start has done me.

I can't risk being heard scratnbling up the chimney, so I rvait,

listening to heavy footsteps stomping through the house in search of
me. My legs are beginning to shake, straining to hold me up while

nly every u'ound has me rvincing in pain.

'Check the bookcases in rhe study. There should be a secret

passaEJe behind one,' the Enforcer commands dryly, sounding bored.

Once again, I find myself stiffening. A Resisrance mer.nber must

have confussed that little secret after he tortured it out of them. My

pulse quickens at the thoug

Borvl rvhen Ordinaries- F;

battle.

A bloody battle that I sti

The steps of tbe lmpena-

softening as thev head dorr

Quiet.
And yet, I knorr= he's sri

feet separate us. I can Pracf

heat of his body against m

over me.

A floorboard creaks. H.

coursing through mv blo,

It's a good thing I can t sri

of one of his stuPid dirnPl

m,vself from try-ing to clasr

But I stead,v mv brearh

noN-, my fury rr-on'r be er

s-hen I finall-v face the Fn

'I imagine r-ou Pir^tured

voice is quiet, considerin-e

Memories of him flood m'

'Isn't that right, Paedr-n?'

Enforcer's voice, erasins f
My heart harnmers aqa

He can't knou I'm her- Hi

The sound of a blade r

vanked my knife our of th

can practically Picture b:

hand.

'Tell me, darling- ,1o
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