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The world ended on a Saturday in spring. Beautiful.
Sunny. The sort of afternoon that pulled New Yorkers from their
hibernation, urging them to shed their floor-length coats and
stiletto boots, to let the sun kiss their pale skin once more.

When the earthquake began, my mother and I
were in Central Park.

“Pedal!” I remember her shouting.
“Pedal!”

And I did. My little legs pumped in circles,
my heart lifted as I felt her fingers release the bike, and
suddenly I was riding on my own. For the first time. The breeze
whipped against my grinning cheeks, stinging my eyes.

But then the ground shook. The earth began
to tremble. And I had no hope. In a flash, I was on the ground,
sandwiched against the concrete as screams rose around me. Darkness
stole my vision as my mother’s arms encircled me and hugged me
closer. Teeth chattering, I tried to be strong, but tears leaked
from my eyes, the reaction of a baby. Shame burned my chest.

Time passed but my young mind had lost
count. Minutes. Hours. I still don’t really know. But when the
ground stilled, I woke to a new world.

My mother was frozen with shock, so I pulled
against her hold, straining to see. Over her shoulder to the south,
I saw smoke and ash rise like clouds over my skyline. The trees
looked gray and the sky washed out. Faint outlines of buildings
were only just visible through the fog, a mix of skyscrapers still
standing or leveled to the ground.

I looked at my mother. Her arms had fallen
to her sides, completely limp. I’ll never forget the sight of her
green eyes, pulled so taut I swore they were about to snap. Her
lips were just slightly open.

“Mommy?”

But she didn’t hear. Something behind me had
her so transfixed that even her only child, her little girl,
couldn’t shake the alarm.

So I turned.

New York was gone.

As if a line were driven through the ground,
we stood on one side with the past while our future rested a few
feet away—a future that was backward in time.

Atop a hill, a giant castle rose from the
ground, surrounded by green lawns where apartments used to stand.
At its base sat stone houses with smoking chimneys, horses,
carriages, carts, and people—people dressed in dull brown clothes
looked at us just as we looked at them, confused and terrified.

And then she appeared.

Her red gown sparkled in the sun, cinching
in at the waist and then expanding into a magnificent skirt that
billowed in the breeze, brilliant against the dull backdrop. Silky
white gloves encased her hands. Jewels dripped around her thin
neck. Pins held her hair so that it curled elegantly down her back.
And right above her forehead, a golden crown rested.

My gaze went straight to her.

She was a princess. I knew she’d save us.
I’d seen it before, so many times, so many princesses saving the
day.

I ran to her, crossing the threshold without
hesitation as my mother screamed at me to come back. But my mom was
an adult, and adults didn’t believe in these things. I knew she’d
see my side if I could just get the princess to help us.

She knelt as I approached. A wide inviting
smile spread across her face just before she caught me in her
arms.

“What’s your name, child?” Her voice was
warm. It soothed me, relaxed me, filled me with hope.

“Jade.”

She brushed my bangs from my forehead, then
kissed it softly.

“Would you like me to help you? To make all
your fears go away?”

“Yes!” I wanted to run to my mom, to show
her she didn’t need to be afraid. The princess would help us. But I
couldn’t. Something stopped me.

A hand pressed against my chest and pricked
my skin.

I looked up at the princess, struggling to
break free of her hold, then a freeze snatched my heart, so cold
that it burned. I tried to speak, but I was frozen. My limbs grew
heavy. My lips felt fat. My vision started to spot.

“Don’t worry, little Jade. I’m just putting
you to sleep for a little while. You’ll wake up soon.”

I did. In a cell with other frightened
girls. But I never felt the same. Icy. That’s what some of us
started calling it, this feeling as though our hearts won’t thaw.
Even a fire doesn’t warm me. I’m hard. Frigid. Emotionless.
Sometimes I think I must still be caught in a long dream.

But time has only made me tougher.

Now I know the princess by another
name—Queen Deirdre, the Ice Queen.

And I wish I could say I was the hero of the
story. A resister. A rebel. Someone who lived to bring an end to
the queen who stole my childhood—my mother, my life, my very
world.

But I’m not.

I’m not the good guy.

I’m the one who puts the good guys in their
graves.
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The city is silent, full of shadows cast by
moonlight. I should be used to it after spending so many hours on
the wall, protecting my home, guarding its sleeping citizens. And I
am. But sometimes in my dreams, I can still remember the way the
skyline used to sparkle outside my window, a blanket of stars close
enough to touch.

More than a decade has passed since the city
that never sleeps was last awake. More than a decade of
darkness.

I hardly remember how easy it used to be,
how much we took for granted. Lights were just one flick away.
Movies danced on screens before our eyes. Food stayed chilled. The
entire world was a few keys away. Where the sounds of honking cars
and rattling trains once filled the air, now there’s only eerie
silence. They lie still like skeletons, fossils in a broken-down
museum.

I was only a little girl then. I’m a much
different woman now.

“See anything?”

“No,” I yell back, rolling my eyes. Of
course I don’t see anything.

The war has been over for years, since long
before I joined the guard, but still we keep watch every night,
waiting for the rebels to return.

I’ve walked this perimeter a thousand times,
gun at my hip, sword in my belt, crossbow strapped to my shoulders.
My fingers itch to swing a blade or pull a trigger, but silence is
the only thing that has ever been beyond the wall. Silence and the
tap of my impatient feet on stone.

I can count on my hands the number of times
I’ve actually seen a rebel, and if they do manage to come this
close, there isn’t much fight left in them. Not enough for any fun
anyway. The queen’s powers are strong, strong enough to make even
the most willful soldier drop his weapon.

I’ve only heard rumors of the war. I was
still with the other children in the dungeons below the castle when
the rebels came, still caught by the queen, still waiting for her
to determine what to do with us. The sound of bullets is about all
I remember. But on the wall, conversations always drift back to the
glory days of the war, when the guard had a purpose, when we were
victorious.

They say the rebels didn’t know how to fight
us, how to fight the queen. Their tanks stopped working miles
outside the city. Their planes fell from the sky. Long-range
missiles simply puttered out.

Magic.

It’s the reason the electricity turned off.
It’s the reason it won’t come back on. They say magic has an
electric charge of its own, different, one that interferes with the
old electricity of Earth. I say who cares. I’m no scientist. And
that’s not the magic I have to live with, not really.

The magic we deal with every day is what
happened next. The rebels marched on the queen’s castle a few days
after their first strikes wore out. I bet they had no idea what
they were walking toward. Machine guns against arrows and swords?
I’m sure they thought they had us beat before the fighting even
began. But once they stepped into the queen’s hands, there was no
escape. A few managed to fire their weapons, to take some of the
guards out, even a giant or two I’ve heard. But most just stopped,
dropped their weapons, and gave up. Some of those men work beside
me on the wall now.

Indifference is the queen’s magic. Loyalty
to her and indifference to everything else.

More than a decade has passed since I last
felt warm. Not like being by a fire, where the flames lick my face
and heat presses into my skin. I mean warm from the inside out,
like my heart is pumping, like my mind is spinning, like my body is
alive.

Warm enough to feel…anything.

Sometimes, on nights like tonight, as I
watch the gray shell of my old New York stand still like a ghost in
a mist, memories haunt me. I see her face, my mother, looking down,
kissing my forehead, and tucking me into bed with three sweet words
on her lips. For that moment, a tiny flame flickers in my
chest.

A dying fire. Not a burning one. And I
wonder when the light will finally fade out. Maybe then I’ll get
used to the chill.

“Jade!”

I turn at the sound of my name. All I see is
a shadow, a figure silhouetted by the light of the guardhouse, but
I recognize the voice. Brock. He’s one of the boys who was in my
training group—one of the many I’ve since surpassed.

“What?”

“The commander wants to see you.” A chorus
of low laughter follows his words, but I’ve grown used to ignoring
it.

As I step out of the dark night, my eyes
adjust to the firelight of the guardhouse. Boys sit around a table,
playing cards, drinking beer. Their weapons sit by their feet.
Bulletproof vests hang on the wall. Some aren’t even wearing
shoes.

Sloppy.

If the rebellion did attack tonight, I’d
have to beat them single-handedly. But what else is new. There’s a
reason I prefer the silence of the dark wall, the solitude.

“Where is he?” I sigh.

“The west wall.”

I nod and turn back to the door without so
much as a goodbye. They won’t miss me anyway.

The uneven stones beneath my feet are as
familiar as my own limbs, so I jog, letting the sound of my breath
fill my ears. To my left lie the last vestiges of what used to be
Central Park. The vacant skyscrapers at its boundaries stretch
until everything disappears into thick ebony.

To my right is the complete opposite. The
queen’s city. Some of us from old Earth call it New New York as a
joke. But to those of the magic realm and to most who live here,
it’s known as Kardenia.

It’s a city like I imagine most of Europe
must have once looked, with rows and rows of stone houses whose
chimneys release puffs of smoke from fireplaces constantly lit with
flames. There’s not much rhyme or reason to the design, more like
roads that interconnect in a large, hard-to-decipher web. There are
stalls for horses and empty merchant carts in the street. In the
center, the castle looms, watching everyone from above.

Still, I’ve read about the days of old and
there are some differences. In the morning, when the streets come
alive, there will be bikes zooming. A wood-burning grill might be
warming breakfast. The seamstresses will sew with foot-pedal
machines instead of their hands. Not all of Earth has been
forgotten—the gun at my hip is a good reminder of that.

A shadowed figure appears before me, and I
immediately recognize his outline. It’s the commander. He’s the
closest thing to a father I’ve ever known.

After the earthquake, the queen locked all
the children of Earth in the prisons below the castle, unsure how
they would fit into her society. We had too much imagination, I
heard her say once. We weren’t as afraid as the adults and it made
us hard to control.

I was barely down there for a week when the
commander came to visit. With slow, purposeful footsteps he walked
the length of the long corridor, eyes peering at every little girl
huddled against the ground. I was the only one standing, holding
onto the bars, staring back at him.

He liked my fight and said it reminded him
of his daughter. The next day, I was pulled from the castle and
delivered to his doorstep. There were no hugs, no pats on the head,
no pretty dolls waiting for me.

Just as there won’t be now.

“Commander Alburn,” I call, voice loud
against the quiet night.

“Jade.” He turns with his hands still locked
behind his back. There’s no warm recognition in his tone, no smile
wrinkling his eyes or puffing his cheeks.

I bow my head, adopting the same rigid
stance.

“I was told you needed to speak with me,
sir?”

“I do. Come with me.”

I follow as he spins back around and marches
toward the nearest guardhouse. For a moment, I wonder if people can
even spot us from the ground with our black pants, black
long-sleeve shirts, black bulletproof vests, and black boots.

Do we simply fade into the night?

When we enter the guardhouse, the mood is
solemn—the men sit at their posts, peering out through slits in the
walls. There’s no beer, no cards. This is the way the watch should
be, but rarely is. This is the power of the commander.

“Hang up your vest.”

My brows scrunch, but I heed his order and
unbuckle the clips at my side, then hang the heavy garment with
others on the wall. There aren’t enough bulletproof vests for
everyone in the guard, so we share, leaving them at the wall for
anyone on duty.

To remove it only means one thing. I’m being
sent home. But why?

“Sir?” I shouldn’t ask. I should follow. But
I can’t help it as the question slips through my lips, out into the
open.

“The queen wishes to speak with you in the
morning. You are to go home, bathe, and prepare your best dress.
Understood?”

“Yes, sir,” I automatically reply. But my
mind is spinning. The queen?

I haven’t seen the queen in years, not in
close proximity, not since the day I joined the guard. I’m the only
girl who has ever done so, the only one who received the queen’s
blessing.

It was the day I received my black heart,
the pin we all wear, the formal sigil of the guard. I was standing
in line with a dozen boys, breasts taped down to seem less girly,
clothes a size too big so they didn’t hug my hips. But I fooled no
one. And I wasn’t sure if even the commander could convince the
guard to accept me, despite my training or maybe because of it.

I was better.

I was a woman.

Those two facts were enough to ostracize me
from the pack.

And then with no warning, the queen swept
in. Her gown only accentuated her femininity. Her poise only
strengthened her power. The men, like a wave, bowed deep.

“My Queen,” the commander spoke and silenced
the murmurs of the guard. “What brings you to our halls?”

“Dear Commander,” she said, voice like
velvet, smooth and soft, lulling everyone into a trance. “I come to
place a pin on the girl who wishes to do the job of a man, to wish
her luck and to give her strength. I myself know what sorts of
challenges she might face.”

The captain holding our pins offered her the
plate. She stepped forward, then gracefully selected a black heart
with her delicate fingers. Everyone watched me, eyes fierce.
Nothing like this had ever happened before, and I stood still,
strong, not breaking my composure.

The pin slid easily into my chest and then
her blue eyes met mine, so stark and pale, almost like ice. Her
palm came to my face, and I felt it all drain away. The nerves. The
doubts. The excitement. Whatever had been there was gone. All of it
was taken. I remained still, like a statue, even after she had long
disappeared from our halls.

We didn’t speak then, and I can’t imagine
what she would need to say to me now.

“Jade?” The commander’s voice flings me back
to present day, to the guardhouse, to his command.

I nod my understanding. I’ll go home. I’ll
prepare. I won’t complain.

But before I take my first step, the ground
rattles beneath my feet and a boom snaps across the night
sky like lightning. All seven of us stop. Our heads twist to the
wall, to the darkness of the night, to the source of the noise.

I move first, sprinting through the
door.

And then I see it. A glow in the sky,
filtering through the empty streets of old New York, hot white and
bubbling red. A cloud. It pops and then only fire remains, fire and
the smoke that billows high, blocking out the stars. One of our
mines has been detonated.

My hands grip the stone as I peer farther,
balancing across the edge to get as close as I can. We’re all
transfixed.

“Rebels.” I grin as the word leaves my
lips.

“It’s just an unlucky animal.” The commander
overrules me, shuts my words down, and the others nod in
agreement.

“Still, shouldn’t we take a look?” I lick my
lips.

“You will do nothing, Jade, except go
home.”

I meet his eyes. Both of us are made of
stone, hard and unflinching. Time seems to tick between us,
stretching, thickening the air. His right eyebrow rises and I give
in. Dropping my shoulders in defeat, I turn from the scene and
shuffle back to the guardhouse.

But as soon as I’m hidden behind the stones,
my steps grow lighter, swifter, faster. I take the staircase two at
a time, racing, until I’m on the ground.

I’ll get in trouble for this.

I don’t care.

My hands fumble with the knots, loosening
the reins that tie my horse to her post. In one move, I’m on her
back. The clicks of her shoes against stone fill my ears,
thunderous, loud enough to drift up to the wall.

But by the time shouts rain down on me, I’m
gone, through the gate. Protests disappear until I’m left with only
the wind brushing my cheeks and the crunch of grass beneath heavy
hooves.

We don’t slow until the trees fade and metal
takes their place. I’m back in the wilds, a concrete jungle more
perilous than any forest I can imagine.

But these are my wilds. My home.

A grin spreads across my face and pulls my
cheeks until they hurt.

No one can beat me here.
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Flash.

It’s a good name, a strong name for a horse.
And accurate. Like me, she yearns to run free and swift, to break
the reins holding her.

But not tonight.

Tonight, my knuckles turn white as they grip
the leather keeping her in check. I wish we could run, and in the
daylight maybe. But with only the stars to see by, we must move
slowly.

Once these vacant streets held cars. Once
they were safe to walk on, to ride on. Once they were smooth.

Not anymore.

Debris has claimed this city. Thousands died
on the day of the earthquake, the day two worlds merged into one.
Buildings toppled, cracked, snapped in two—falling onto one another
and causing more destruction. Without the electricity, everyone not
under the queen’s thrall left, and everyone stuck moved to
Kardenia. Abandoned, the city continued crumbling.

We’ve cleared a few streets as best we
could, using carts to carry rock and steel into side alleyways,
giving us easy passage for times like these. But who knows what
that bomb unsettled and what my horse might step on.

“Shh,” I whisper into her alert ear, to
soothe her racing pulse.

Orange flickers in the distance, reflecting
off not-yet-shattered windows. The guiding light calls to me,
drawing the two of us closer.

By the location, I know which mine was
detonated. We have a few around the city, bombs we managed to put
together then buried near different entrances. There are two by
each bridge and tunnel. From the light ahead, I know the rebels
triggered an explosion by the Lincoln Tunnel.

Eighth Avenue is a clear pathway. I’ve
worked on it myself. But the tunnel entrance isn’t quite aligned
with the path, something we did on purpose, to hopefully make the
mines look less obvious.

As the fire brightens, clear enough to make
out specific flames in the dark, I slip from Flash’s back and tie
her to an old post. My sword and crossbow are left in a pile by her
feet, too cumbersome for stealth. It’s better to go the rest of the
way on foot, carrying little—better to stay hidden for as long as
possible in case there are survivors.

I wince as my boots crunch on broken glass,
impossibly loud to my ear. But the crackle of fire provides the
cover I need. When I start to feel the heat of flames against my
face, I slip through the open doorway of a building across the
street from the tunnel. The door has already fallen in, and the
building looks one gust away from collapsing, but it will do for
now. Staying low, I creep along the edge of the room, recognizing
it as a pharmacy that’s been pillaged clean.

Empty shelves have fallen over each other,
creating a mound in the center of the room. One ahead of me fell
opposite the pack and crashed through the window, a roadblock in my
path. I slide onto my knees and slither underneath it, careful not
to touch any bit of the metal. I don’t know how stable the hold is,
and the last thing I need is to be pinned.

When I reach the window with the best
vantage point, I slowly extend my legs until I have a clear view of
the scene before me.

One of the mines has blown, but the second
is still intact or I would’ve heard the blast. Fires burn, dying
out with the passage of time. No bodies decorate the ground. No
limbs flicker in the light. No paws or claws either. No animals and
no humans.

There are no sounds outside of the fire, no
moans of pain, and instantly I’m on edge. The commander would say
it was nothing—that part of a building slipped free and happened to
fall on our mine. Nothing more.

But the back of my neck tingles.

Then it’s cold.

Metal presses against my skin in the shape
of a circle. I recognize the barrel of a gun when I feel one.

“Don’t move,” a voice whispers, close to my
ear—a voice meant to menace, but the ugly tone sounds unnatural,
unconvincing.

I should be afraid. I should feel my insides
tighten. But they are cool, calm, so hard that I wonder if a bullet
would even break my skin.

A second passes and he does nothing. No hand
grabs for my shirt. The gun doesn’t press deeper into my skin. I
wait for pain, but his touch is gentle—too gentle for this
world.

I react swiftly, throwing my head to the
side and reaching my arm back to catch his. I twist my elbow,
bending his arm unnaturally until his fingers open and the gun
clangs uselessly against the floor. Blindly, I reach down, feeling
the tile as I flip myself over. My grip tightens on the handle.

One swing of my arm and we’ve changed
places.

“Don’t move,” I say, unable to stop my
smirk. The gun is aimed at his chest, but I doubt I’ll use it.
Bullets are too precious to waste.

My gaze travels higher, up his neck, past
his square jaw, until I meet his eyes. His face holds shock, a
little awe. I’ve seen that look before, during training rounds with
the guard. I’m much tougher than I look.

But there’s something else.

Something familiar.

The firelight behind me floods through the
window, illuminating his features, and I swear that I’ve seen them
before.

“Are you going to shoot me?” His voice holds
a musical quality. It captures me, makes me lose myself for a
moment, and suddenly I remember. In a burst, recognition shocks my
brain.

The ice-blond hair. The perfect pale skin.
The only difference is his eyes, which seem dark as midnight in
this light.

It’s Queen Deirdre’s son. Prince Asher.

“No,” I say quickly.

Before my finger accidentally releases a
shot, I drop my arm, then slip the clip loose from the gun and
stick the unused bullets in my pocket.

I watch his gaze slide over my shoulder, to
the glassless window. He’s calculating an escape, but I can’t let
that happen.

The prince has been missing almost since the
day of the earthquake. The only reason I know his face is because
every member of the guard must memorize it before they get their
pin, before they’re officially named a Black Heart. The queen would
give anything to have him returned to her.

Maybe even freedom.

“What are you doing here?” I ask, trying to
distract him. Killing is easy—it’s what I’ve been trained for—but
capturing someone requires a different level of expertise. If I
move fast enough, I might be able to use the blunt end of the gun
to knock him out. One good blow to the head should do it.

“Touring the city, of course.” He smiles,
focus falling back onto me. Something stirs inside of his irises, a
sort of depth I’ve never seen before.

“What do you think so far?”

“Friendly.” He shrugs, unable to completely
cover his humor.

If he thinks he can charm his way out of
this, he’s sorely mistaken. While he’s distracted, I pounce.

He’s quicker than I expected. My punch lands
on the back of his head, but he steps to the side, away from the
force of the impact. While my weight is off balance, he jumps for
the window, but I grab his ankle, bringing us both to the ground.
Stone or glass, I can’t tell which, pokes into my side as we land.
It stings, but it’s not debilitating.

He kicks out.

I dodge.

He pulls, using the sill as leverage.

I slide across the floor, fingers sinking
deeper into his skin like a relentless vise. He stops to breathe,
and I take the moment to yank with all my strength, bringing him
back to the floor with an oomph. I wrap my leg around his
thighs, trying to secure my hold, but he tosses me to the side with
his hands. I fall against the empty shelves.

My eyes go wide as a loud crack fills
the shop. Time stops. The ground beneath me shifts. Debris jingles
against the floor. I look dumbly at the prince. He has his moment
to flee, to watch as the ground swallows me whole from the safety
of the window.

Instead, he extends his arm forward and I
grasp it. One strong wrench and I’m flying toward him. The muscles
in my shoulder scream as the floor starts disappearing below my
feet. But he holds on, pulling me up, and we fall through the open
window, cutting ourselves on the way out. Not a second later, smoke
follows our exit as the sinkhole fully opens.

Without words, we run. He to the right, me
to the left—to safety.

“This way,” I yell. He doesn’t listen. I
can’t really blame him. I am, after all, trying to capture him.
“There’s another mine on that side! Come this way.”

He stops, glancing to the fire behind him,
and then sprints toward me. I race until I reach the clean street,
the area that the guard cleared—the only area I know is safe in
this city.

“Why’d you do that?” My voice is heavy and
thick. I don’t recognize the tone. It’s new to me.

“You looked like you could use a hand.”

I can’t tell if the gleam in his eyes is
from the fire or from something deeper, something within him.
Either way, I let my gaze drop to the cut on his arm, away from his
face.

“I would’ve let you fall,” I admit, tone
stony once more.

“I’m not so sure.” The response comes out
quiet. Slow, like time suddenly seems to feel. Long but fragile,
thin enough to break.

Voices rise in the distance. Voices I don’t
recognize.

“You’re not alone?” I ask dumbly, but I
don’t know what else to say. My time has almost run out. If I want
to knock him out, I need to do it soon. But my arms hang limp by my
sides, rejecting any instructions I give them.

I step forward until I’m no more than a few
inches from his body. He’s a little taller than me, but not by
much. He makes no move to run, no move to fight. There’s a question
in his gaze, a curiosity about what I’ll do next.

“If I see you again”—my voice is iron, hard
with an edge that cuts—“I won’t be so generous.”

Then I punch him.

He falls, eyes rolling into the back of his
head as he drops. One of his friends will find him. I’m sure of
it.

My hands are unsteady as I turn around and
disappear into the night, never once looking back. They tremble
with uncertainty. I’ve just let my only chance of freedom slip
away, my hope that the queen might release me from her grasp, might
reward me.

I’ve let her son escape.

Squeezing my eyes shut, I bury that truth in
the rubble around me, deep in the ground, below the empty subway
tracks, shrouded from the light of day.

I hide it.

I forget it.

I forget him.
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When I arrive home, the commander is waiting for
me.

“Did you have a good time?” He drawls, then
sips on a mug likely full of beer. But he’s not drunk—he has too
much control for that. Instead, he takes a long, slow sip, gaze
never leaving mine, and I know I’m in trouble.

There’s only one thing that might free me.
One lie that I’ve been working on for the past half an hour as
Flash and I returned.

“I think I saw the prince,” I mutter.

His eyes go wide. The cup is down and in a
blink, he stands before me, gripping my arm. For an older man, he
still moves quickly, like a wolf.

“Tell me.”

“I went to the mine—it was one of our
Lincoln Tunnel bombs,” I begin. The best lies, I’ve found, are the
ones that lie just outside the truth, only slightly fabricated. “I
couldn’t find any bodies, but I heard voices. I thought someone
must’ve set it off on purpose, so I hid inside a building to try to
find the source of the noise. It was a group of men. One of them, I
swear, was the prince.”

“And?” Disappointment lines his eyes. I know
the unsaid words in that question. And why isn’t he here? And
why did you fail me? And why did you let him go?

“The building started to give out underneath
me, so I had to run. By the time I circled back around to the
group, they were gone.”

He wouldn’t believe me if I said anything
else. He knows me too well—poor odds never would’ve held me back
from a fight. Even if there were five men in the group, I would’ve
taken them on. Ten. I would’ve charged.

I’m still not sure if he believes me
now.

Eyes narrowing, he squeezes just slightly on
my arm, trying it seems to peer deep into my heart. We both know
he’s searching in vain.

Completely still, I wait for his mind to
come to a decision. I’m not nervous. My palms don’t sweat. My
shoulders don’t itch. I feel no need to shift a muscle. There’s a
constant, solid beat in my chest that doesn’t change.

The one benefit of not being able to feel—it
makes lying so much easier.

“Very well.” He leans back, satisfied.
There’s no held breath I need to exhale. No sigh of relief leaves
my lips. I’ve escaped for now. I never expected to be caught
anyway. “Go upstairs and prepare for the queen. Dawn is in a few
hours, and she will most definitely want to hear this news.”

I’m released.

Before he adds a punishment for my
disobedience, I dash up the stairs. Each creak is familiar, each
straining pull of wood. Our house is one of the largest in
Kardenia—the queen favors the commander. We have three full
stories, and my room is at the top, closest to the stars. I close
the door behind me, then fall against it. These four walls are my
own slice of freedom—here and in the silence of the wall, I’m
myself. Not just a guard, but also a girl.

All around the room lie trinkets I’ve
scavenged from the old city. My mattress is fluffy and soft, pulled
right out of an old shop. Colorful vases line my windowsill, a
little collection. Every morning as the sun rises, I watch the
light pulse through each glass, illuminating my room like a
rainbow. A long mirror leans against my wall, framed in wood with
yellow paint that’s started to chip. I prefer it that way, slightly
tainted, not so shiny, not so pretty.

One time during a scavenge in the old city,
I happened upon a museum, so I stole a few paintings. They’re
bright and cheerful, speckled with brilliant flowers and the golden
shimmer of the sun. I’ve hung them over every inch of my walls, so
almost no stone is visible. Sometimes I imagine myself in these
places. All around the world. Floating through the canals of
Venice, pushed by a gondolier. Walking in the gardens of Monet,
where petals drift aimlessly on water and trees stretch longingly
over lakes. Or in the tropical forests of South America, surrounded
by a world of green, where
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