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  CHAPTER 1


  WHEN WE GOT THE LETTER in the post, my mother was ecstatic. She had already decided that all our problems were solved, gone forever. The big hitch in her brilliant plan was me. I didn’t think I was a particularly disobedient daughter, but this was where I drew the line.


  I didn’t want to be royalty. And I didn’t want to be a One. I didn’t even want to try.


  I hid in my room, the only place to avoid the chattering of our full house, trying to come up with an argument that would sway her. So far, I had a solid collection of my honest opinions. . . I didn’t think there was a single one she would listen to.


  I couldn’t avoid her much longer. It was approaching dinnertime, and as the oldest child left in the house, cooking duties fell on me. I pulled myself out of bed and walked into the snake pit.


  I got a glare from Mom but no words.


  We did a silent dance through the kitchen and dining room as we prepared chicken, pasta, and apple slices, and set the table for five. If I glanced up from a task, she’d fix me with a fierce look as if she could shame me into wanting the same things she did. She tried that every so often. Like if I didn’t want to take on a particular job because I knew the family hosting us was unnecessarily rude. Or if she wanted me to do a massive cleaning when we couldn’t afford to have a Six come and help.


  Sometimes it worked. Sometimes it didn’t. And this was one area where I was unswayable.


  She couldn’t stand it when I was stubborn. But I got that from her, so she shouldn’t have been surprised. This wasn’t just about me, though. Mom had been tense lately. The summer was ending, and soon we’d be faced with cold. And worry.


  Mom set down the pitcher of tea in the center of the table with an angry thud. My mouth watered at the thought of tea with lemon. But I would have to wait; it would be such a waste to have my glass now and then have to drink water with my meal.


  “Would it kill you to fill out the form?” she said, no longer able to contain herself. “The Selection could be a wonderful opportunity for you, for all of us.”


  I sighed aloud, thinking that filling out that form might actually be something close to death.


  It was no secret that the rebels—the underground colonies that hated Illéa, our large and comparatively young country—made their attacks on the palace both violent and frequent. We’d seen them in action in Carolina before. One of the magistrates’ houses was burned to the ground, and a handful of Twos had their cars vandalized. There was even a magnificent jailbreak once, but considering they only released a teenage girl who’d managed to get herself pregnant and a Seven who was a father to nine, I couldn’t help thinking they were in the right that time.


  But beyond the potential danger, I felt like it would hurt my heart to even consider the Selection. I couldn’t help smiling as I thought about all the reasons I had to stay exactly where I was.


  “These last few years have been very hard on your father,” she hissed. “If you have any compassion at all, you might think of him.”


  Dad. Yeah. I really did want to help Dad. And May and Gerad. And, I supposed, even my mother. When she talked about it that way, there was nothing to smile about. Things had been strained around here for far too long. I wondered if Dad would see this as a way back to normal, if any amount of money could make things better.


  It wasn’t that our situation was so precarious that we were living in fear of survival or anything. We weren’t destitute. But I guess we weren’t that far off either.


  Our caste was just three away from the bottom. We were artists. And artists and classical musicians were only three steps up from dirt. Literally. Our money was stretched as tight as a high wire, and our income was highly dependent on the changing seasons.


  I remembered reading in a timeworn history book that all the major holidays used to be cramped into the winter months. Something called Halloween followed by Thanksgiving, then Christmas and New Year’s. All back to back.


  Christmas was still the same. It’s not like you could change the birth date of a deity. But when Illéa made the massive peace treaty with China, the New Year came in January or February, depending on the moon. All the individual celebrations of thankfulness and independence from our part of the world were now simply the Grateful Feast. That came in the summer. It was a time to celebrate the forming of Illéa, to rejoice in the fact that we were still here.


  I didn’t know what Halloween was. It never resurfaced.


  So at least three times a year, the whole family would be fully employed. Dad and May would make their art, and patrons would purchase them as gifts. Mom and I would perform at parties—me singing and her on piano—not turning down a single job if we could manage it. When I was younger, performing in front of an audience terrified me. But now I just tried to equate myself to background music. That’s what we were in the eyes of our employers: meant to be heard and not seen.


  Gerad hadn’t found his talent yet. But he was only seven. He still had a little time.


  Soon the leaves would change, and our tiny world would be unsteady again. Five mouths but only four workers. No guarantees of employment until Christmastime.


  When I thought of it that way, the Selection seemed like a rope, something sure I could grab onto. That stupid letter could lift me out of the darkness, and I could pull my family along with me.


  I looked over at my mother. For a Five, she was a little on the heavy side, which was odd. She wasn’t a glutton, and it’s not like we had anything to overeat anyway. Perhaps that’s just the way a body looks after five children. Her hair was red, like mine, but full of brilliant white streaks. Those had appeared suddenly and in abundance about two years ago. Lines creased the corners of her eyes, though she was still pretty young, and I could see as she moved around the kitchen that she was hunched over as if an invisible weight rested on her shoulders.


  I knew she had a lot to carry. And I knew that was why she had taken to being particularly manipulative with me. We fought enough without the extra strain, but as the empty fall quietly approached, she became much more irritable. I knew she thought I was being unreasonable now, to not even want to fill out a silly little form.


  But there were things—important things—in this world that I loved. And that piece of paper seemed like a brick wall keeping me away from what I wanted. Maybe what I wanted was stupid. Maybe it wasn’t even something I could have. But still, it was mine. I didn’t think I could sacrifice my dreams, no matter how much my family meant to me. Besides, I had given them so much already.


  I was the oldest one left now that Kenna was married and Kota was gone, and I did my best to contribute. We scheduled my homeschooling around my rehearsals, which took up most of the day since I was trying to master several instruments as well as singing.


  But with the letter here, none of my work mattered anymore. In my mom’s mind, I was already queen.


  If I was smart, I would have hidden that stupid notice before Dad, May, and Gerad came in. But I didn’t know Mom had it tucked away in her clothes, and mid-meal she pulled it out.


  “‘To the House of Singer,’” she sang out.


  I tried to swipe it away, but she was too quick for me. They would find out sooner or later anyway, but if she did it like this, they’d all be on her side.


  “Mom, please!” I pleaded.


  “I want to hear!” May squealed. That was no surprise. My little sister looked just like me, only on a three-year delay. But where our looks were practically identical, our personalities were anything but. Unlike me, she was outgoing and hopeful. And currently very boy crazy. This whole thing would seem incredibly romantic to her.


  I felt myself blush. Dad listened intently, and May was practically bouncing with joy. Gerad, sweet little thing, he just kept eating. Mother cleared her throat and went on.


  “‘The recent census has confirmed that a single woman between the ages of sixteen and twenty currently resides in your home. We would like to make you aware of an upcoming opportunity to honor the great nation of Illéa.’”


  May squealed again and grabbed my wrist. “That’s you!”


  “I know, you little monkey. Stop before you break my arm.” But she just held my hand and bounced some more.


  “‘Our beloved prince, Maxon Schreave,’” Mom continued, “‘is coming of age this month. As he ventures into this new part of his life, he hopes to move forward with a partner, to marry a true Daughter of Illéa. If your eligible daughter, sister, or charge is interested in possibly becoming the bride of Prince Maxon and the adored princess of Illéa, please fill out the enclosed form and return it to your local Province Services Office. One woman from each province will be drawn at random to meet the prince.


  “‘Participants will be housed at the lovely Illéa Palace in Angeles for the duration of their stay. The families of each participant will be generously compensated’”—she drew out the words for effect—“‘for their service to the royal family.’”


  I rolled my eyes as she went on. This was the way they did it with sons. Princesses born into the royal family were sold off into marriage in an attempt to solidify our young relations with other countries. I understood why it was done—we needed allies. But I didn’t like it. I hadn’t had to see such a thing, and I hoped I never would. The royal family hadn’t produced a princess in three generations. Princes, however, married women of the people to keep up the morale of our sometimes volatile nation. I think the Selection was meant to draw us together and remind everyone that Illéa itself was born out of next to nothing.


  The idea of being entered into a contest for the whole country to watch as this stuck-up little wimp picked the most gorgeous and shallow one of the bunch to be the silent, pretty face that stood beside him on TV . . . it was enough to make me scream. Could anything be more humiliating?


  Besides, I’d been in the homes of enough Twos and Threes to be sure I never wanted to live among them, let alone be a One. Except for the times when we were hungry, I was quite content to be a Five. Mom was the caste climber, not me.


  “And of course he would love America! She’s so beautiful,” Mom swooned.


  “Please, Mom. If anything, I’m average.”


  “You are not!” May said. “Because I look just like you, and I’m pretty!” Her smile was so wide, I couldn’t contain my laughter. And it was a good point. Because May really was beautiful.


  It was more than her face, though, more than her winning smile and bright eyes. May radiated an energy, an enthusiasm that made you want to be wherever she was. May was magnetic, and I, honestly, wasn’t.


  “Gerad, what do you think? Do you think I’m pretty?” I asked.


  All eyes fell on the youngest member of our family.


  “No! Girls are gross!”


  “Gerad, please.” Mom gave an exasperated sigh, but her heart wasn’t in it. He was hard to get upset with. “America, you must know you’re a very lovely girl.”


  “If I’m so lovely, how come no one ever comes by to ask me out?”


  “Oh, they come by, but I shoo them away. My girls are too pretty to marry Fives. Kenna got a Four, and I’m sure you can do even better.” Mom took a sip of her tea.


  “His name is James. Stop calling him a number. And since when do boys come by?” I heard my voice getting higher and higher.


  “A while,” Dad said, making his first comment on all of this. His voice had a hint of sorrow to it, and he was staring decidedly at his cup. I was trying to figure out what upset him so much. Boys coming by? Mom and me arguing again? The idea of me not entering the contest? How far away I’d be if I did?


  His eyes came up for the briefest of moments, and I suddenly understood. He didn’t want to ask this of me. He wouldn’t want me to go. But he couldn’t deny the benefits if I managed to make it in, even for a day.


  “America, be reasonable,” Mom said. “We have to be the only parents in the country trying to talk our daughter into this. Think of the opportunity! You could be queen one day!”


  “Mom. Even if I wanted to be queen, which I thoroughly don’t, there are thousands of other girls in the province entering this thing. Thousands. And if I somehow was drawn, there would still be thirty-four other girls there, no doubt much better at seduction than I could ever pretend to be.”


  Gerad’s ears perked up. “What’s seduction?”


  “Nothing,” we all chorused back.


  “It’s ridiculous to think that, with all of that, I’d somehow manage to win,” I finished.


  My mother pushed her chair out as she stood and leaned across the table toward me. “Someone is going to, America. You have as good a chance as anyone else.” She threw her napkin down and went to leave. “Gerad, when you finish, it’s time for your bath.”


  He groaned.


  May ate in silence. Gerad asked for seconds, but there weren’t any. When they got up, I started clearing the table while Dad sat there sipping his tea. He had paint in his hair again, a smattering of yellow that made me smile. He stood, brushing crumbs off his shirt.


  “Sorry, Dad,” I murmured as I picked up plates.


  “Don’t be silly, kitten. I’m not mad.” He smiled easily and put an arm around me.


  “I just. . .”


  “You don’t have to explain it to me, honey. I know.” He kissed me on my forehead. “I’m going back to work.”


  And with that I moved to the kitchen to start cleaning. I wrapped my mostly untouched plate under a napkin and hid it in the fridge. No one else left more than crumbs.


  I sighed, heading to my room to get ready for bed. The whole thing was infuriating.


  Why did Mom have to push me so much? Wasn’t she happy? Didn’t she love Dad? Why wasn’t this good enough for her?


  I lay on my lumpy mattress, trying to wrap my head around the Selection. I guess it had its advantages. It would be nice to eat well for a while at least. But there was no reason to bother. I wasn’t going to fall in love with Prince Maxon. From what I’d seen on the Illéa Capital Report, I wouldn’t even like the guy.


  It seemed like forever until midnight rolled around. There was a mirror by my door, and I stopped to make sure my hair looked as good as it had this morning and put on a little lip gloss so there’d be some color on my face. Mom was pretty strict about saving makeup for when we had to perform or go out in public, but I usually snuck some on nights like tonight.


  As quietly as I could, I crept into the kitchen. I grabbed my leftovers, some bread that was expiring, and an apple and bundled it all up. It was painful to walk back to my room so slowly, now that it was late. But if I’d done it earlier, I would have just been antsy.


  I opened my window and looked out into our little patch of backyard. There wasn’t much of a moon out, so I had to let my eyes adjust before I moved. Across the lawn, the tree house stood barely silhouetted in the night. When we were younger, Kota would tie up sheets to the branches so it looked like a ship. He was the captain, and I was always his first mate. My duties mainly consisted of sweeping the floor and making food, which was dirt and twigs stuffed into Mom’s baking pans. He’d take a spoonful of dirt and “eat” it by throwing it over his shoulder. This meant that I’d have to sweep again, but I didn’t mind. I was just happy to be on the ship with Kota.


  I looked around. All the neighboring houses were dark. No one was watching. I crawled out of the window carefully. I used to get bruises across my stomach from doing it the wrong way, but now it was easy, a talent I’d mastered over the years. And I didn’t want to mess up any of the food.


  I scurried across the lawn in my cutest pajamas. I could have left my day clothes on, but this felt better. I supposed it didn’t matter what I wore, but I felt pretty in my little brown shorts and fitted white shirt.


  It wasn’t hard anymore to scale the slats nailed into the tree with only one hand. I’d developed that skill as well. Each step up was a relief. It wasn’t much of a distance, but from here it felt like all the commotion from my house was miles away. Here I didn’t have to be anyone’s princess.


  As I climbed into the tiny box that was my escape, I knew I wasn’t alone. In the far corner, someone was hiding in the night. My breath sped; I couldn’t help it. I set my food down and squinted. The person shifted, lighting an all but unusable candle. It wasn’t much light—no one in the house would see it—but it was enough. Finally the intruder spoke, a sly grin spreading across his face.


  “Hey there, gorgeous.”


  CHAPTER 2


  I CRAWLED DEEPER INTO THE tree house. It wasn’t much more than a five-by-five-foot cube; even Gerad couldn’t stand up straight in here. But I loved it. There was the one opening to crawl into and then a tiny window on the opposite wall. I’d placed an old step stool in the corner to act as a desk for the candle, and a little rug that was so old it was barely better than sitting on the slats. It wasn’t much, but it was my haven. Our haven.


  “Please don’t call me gorgeous. First my mom, then May, now you. It’s getting on my nerves.” By the way Aspen was looking at me, I could tell I wasn’t helping my “I’m not pretty” case. He smiled.


  “I can’t help it. You’re the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen. You can’t hold it against me for saying it the only time I’m allowed to.” He reached up and cupped my face, and I looked deep into his eyes.


  That was all it took. His lips were on mine, and I couldn’t think about anything anymore. There was no Selection, no miserable family, no Illéa itself. There were only Aspen’s hands on my back pulling me closer, Aspen’s breath on my cheeks. My fingers went to his black hair, still wet from his shower—he always took showers at night—and tangled themselves into a perfect little knot. He smelled like his mother’s homemade soap. I dreamed about that smell. We broke apart, and I couldn’t help but smile.


  His legs were propped open wide, so I sat sideways between them, like a kid who needed cradling. “Sorry I’m not in a better mood. It’s just that . . . we got this stupid notice in the post today.”


  “Ah, yes, the letter.” Aspen sighed. “We got two.”


  Of course. The twins had just turned sixteen.


  Aspen studied my face as he spoke. He did that when we were together, like he was recommitting my face to memory. It had been over a week, and we both got anxious when it was more than a few days.


  And I looked him over, too. No caste excluded, Aspen was, by far, the most attractive guy in town. He had dark hair and green eyes, and this smile that made you think he had a secret. He was tall, but not too tall. Thin, but not too thin. I noticed in the dim light that there were tiny bags under his eyes; no doubt he’d been working late all week. His black T-shirt was worn to threads in several places, just like the shabby pair of jeans he wore almost every day.


  If only I could sit and patch them up for him. That was my great ambition. Not to be Illéa’s princess. To be Aspen’s.


  It hurt me to be away from him. Some days I went crazy wondering what he was doing. And when I couldn’t handle it, I practiced music. I really had Aspen to thank for me being the musician that I was. He drove me to distraction.


  And that was bad.


  Aspen was a Six. Sixes were servants and only a step up from Sevens in that they were better educated and trained for indoor work. Aspen was smarter than anyone knew and devastatingly handsome, but it was atypical for a woman to marry down. A man from a lower caste could ask for your hand, but it was rare to get a yes. And when anyone married into a different caste, they had to fill out paperwork and wait for something like ninety days before any of the other legal things you needed could be done. I’d heard more than one person say it was to give people a chance to change their minds. So us being this personal and out well past Illéa’s curfew . . . we could both get in serious trouble. Not to mention the hell I’d get from my mother.


  But I loved Aspen. I’d loved Aspen for nearly two years. And he loved me. As he sat there stroking my hair, I couldn’t imagine entering the Selection.


  “How do you feel about it? The Selection, I mean?” I asked.


  “Okay, I guess. He’s got to find a girl somehow, poor guy.” I could hear the sarcasm. But I really wanted to know his opinion.


  “Aspen.”


  “Okay, okay. Well, part of me thinks it’s kind of sad. Doesn’t the prince date? I mean, can he seriously not get anyone? If they try to wed the princesses to other princes, why don’t they do the same for him? There’s got to be some royal out there good enough for him. I don’t get it. So there’s that.


  “But then. . .” He sighed. “Part of me thinks it’s a good idea. It’s exciting. He’s going to fall in love in front of everyone. And I like that someone gets a happily ever after and all that. Anybody could be our next queen. It’s kind of hopeful. Makes me think that I could have a happily ever after, too.”


  His fingers were tracing my lips. Those green eyes searched deep into my soul, and I felt that spark of connection that I’d only ever had with him. I wanted our happily ever after, too.


  “So you’re encouraging the twins to enter, then?” I asked.


  “Yes. I mean, we’ve all seen the prince from time to time; he looks like a nice enough guy. A snot, no doubt, but friendly. And the girls are so eager; it’s funny to watch. They were dancing in the house when I came home today. And no one can deny that it’d be good for the family. Mom’s hopeful because we have two entries from the house instead of one.”


  That was the first good news about this horrible competition. I couldn’t believe I’d been so self-absorbed that I hadn’t thought about Aspen’s sisters. If one of them went, if one of them won. . .


  “Aspen, do you realize what that would mean? If Kamber or Celia won?”


  He closed his hold tighter around me, his lips brushing my forehead. One hand moved up and down my back.


  “It’s all I’ve thought about today,” he said. The gritty sound of his voice pushed out every other thought. All I wanted was for Aspen to touch me, kiss me. And that’s exactly where the night would have gone, but his stomach growled and snapped me out of it.


  “Oh, hey, I brought us a snack,” I said lightly.


  “Oh, yeah?” I could tell he was trying not to sound excited, but some of his eagerness came through.


  “You’ll love this chicken; I made it.”


  I found my little bundle and brought it to Aspen, who, to his merit, nibbled it all slowly. I took one bite of the apple so he would feel like it was for us, but then I set it down and let him have the rest.


  Where meals were a worry at my house, they were a disaster at Aspen’s. He had much steadier work than we did but got paid significantly less. There was never enough food for his family. He was the oldest of seven, and in the same way I’d stepped up to help as soon as I could, Aspen had stepped aside. He passed his share of the little food they had down to his siblings and to his mom, who was always tired from working. His dad had died three years ago, and Aspen’s family depended on him for almost everything.


  I watched with satisfaction as he licked the spices from the chicken off his fingers and tore into the bread. I couldn’t imagine when he’d eaten last.


  “You’re such a good cook. You’re going to make someone very fat and happy one day,” he said, his mouth half full with a bite of apple.


  “I’m going to make you fat and happy. You know that.”


  “Ah, to be fat!”


  We laughed, and he told me about life since the last time I’d seen him. He’d done some clerical work for one of the factories, and it was going to carry him through next week, too. His mom had finally gotten into a routine of house-cleaning for a few of the Twos in our area. The twins were both sad because their mom had made them drop their after-school drama club so they could work more.


  “I’m going to see if I can pick up some work on Sundays, make a little more money. I hate for them to give up something they love so much.” He said this with hope, like he really could do it.


  “Aspen Leger, don’t you dare! You work too hard as it is.”


  “Aw, Mer,” he whispered into my ear. It gave me chill bumps. “You know how Kamber and Celia are. They need to be around people. They can’t be cooped up cleaning and writing all the time. It’s just not in their nature.”


  “But it’s not fair for them to expect you to do it all, Aspen. I know exactly how you feel about your sisters, but you need to watch out for yourself. If you really love them, you’ll take better care of their caregiver.”


  “Don’t you worry about a thing, Mer. I think there are some good things on the horizon. I wouldn’t be doing it forever.”


  But he would. Because his family would always need money. “Aspen, I know you could do it. But you’re not a superhero. You can’t expect to be able to provide everything for everyone you love. You just . . . you can’t do everything.”


  We were quiet for a moment. I hoped he was taking my words to heart, realizing that if he didn’t slow down, he’d wear himself out. It wasn’t anything new for a Six, Seven, or Eight to just die of exhaustion. I couldn’t bear that. I pressed myself even closer to his chest, trying to get the image of it out of my head.


  “America?”


  “Yes?” I whispered.


  “Are you going to enter the Selection?”


  “No! Of course not! I don’t want anyone to think I’d even consider marrying some stranger. I love you,” I said earnestly.


  “You want to be a Six? Always hungry? Always worried?” he asked. I could hear the pain in his voice, but also the genuine question: If I had to choose between sleeping in a palace with people waiting on me or the three-room apartment with Aspen’s family, which one did I really want?


  “Aspen, we’ll make it. We’re smart. We’ll be fine.” I willed it to be true.


  “You know that’s not how it’ll be, Mer. I’d still have to support my family; I’m not the abandoning type.” I squirmed a little in his arms. “And if we had kids—”


  “When we have kids. And we’ll just be careful about it. Who says we have to have more than two?”


  “You know that’s not something we can control!” I could hear the anger building in his voice.


  I couldn’t blame him. If you were wealthy enough, you could regulate having a family. If you were a Four or worse, they left you to fend for yourselves. This had been the subject of many an argument for us over the last six months, when we seriously started trying to find a way to be together. Children were the wild card. The more you had, the more there were to work. But then again, so many hungry mouths. . .


  We fell quiet again, both unsure of what to say. Aspen was a passionate person; he tended to get a little carried away in an argument. He had gotten better about catching himself before he got too angry, and I knew that’s what he was doing now.


  I didn’t want him to worry or be upset; I really thought we could handle it. If we just planned for everything we could, we’d make it through everything we couldn’t. Maybe I was too optimistic, maybe I was just too far in love, but I really believed that anything Aspen and I wanted badly enough, we could make happen.


  “I think you should do it,” he said suddenly.


  “Do what?”


  “Enter the Selection. I think you should do it.”


  I glared at him. “Are you out of your mind?”


  “Mer, listen to me.” His mouth was right to my ear. It wasn’t fair; he knew this distracted me. When his voice came, it was breathy and slow, like he was saying something romantic, though what he was suggesting was anything but. “If you had a chance for something better than this, and you didn’t take it because of me, I’d never forgive myself. I couldn’t stand it.”


  I let out my breath in a quick huff. “It’s so ridiculous. Think of the thousands of girls entering. I won’t even get picked.”


  “If you won’t get picked, then why does it matter?” His hands were rubbing up and down my arms now. I couldn’t argue when he did that. “All I want is for you to enter. I just want you to try. And if you go, then you go. And if you don’t, then at least I won’t have to beat myself up for holding you back.”


  “But I don’t love him, Aspen. I don’t even like him. I don’t even know him.”


  “No one knows him. That’s the thing, though, maybe you would like him.”


  “Aspen, stop. I love you.”


  “And I love you.” He kissed me slowly to make his point. “And if you love me, you’ll do this so I won’t go crazy wondering what if.”


  When he made it about him, I didn’t stand a chance. Because I couldn’t hurt him. I was doing everything I could to make his life easier. And I was right. There was absolutely no way I’d get chosen. So I should just go through the motions, appease everyone, and when I didn’t get picked, everyone would drop it.


  “Please?” he breathed into my ear. The feeling sent chills down my body.


  “Fine,” I whispered. “I’ll do it. But know now that I don’t want to be some princess. All I want is to be your wife.”


  He stroked my hair.


  “You will be.”


  It must have been the light. Or the lack thereof. Because I swore his eyes welled up when he said that. Aspen had been through a lot, but I had seen him cry only once, when they whipped his brother in the square. Little Jemmy had stolen some fruit off a cart in the market. An adult would have had a brief trial and then, depending on the value of what was stolen, either been thrown in jail or sentenced to death. Jemmy was only nine, so he was beaten. Aspen’s mom didn’t have the money to take him to a proper doctor, so Jemmy had scars all up and down his back from the incident.


  That night I waited by my window to see if Aspen would climb up into the tree house. When he did, I snuck out to him. He cried in my arms for an hour about how if he’d only worked harder, if he’d only done better, Jemmy wouldn’t have had to steal. How it was so unfair that Jemmy had to hurt because Aspen had failed.


  It was agonizing, because it wasn’t true. But I couldn’t tell him that; he wouldn’t hear me. Aspen carried the needs of everyone he loved on his back. Somehow, miraculously, I became one of those people. So I made my load as light as I could.


  “Would you sing for me? Give me something good to fall asleep to?”


  I smiled. I loved giving him songs. So I settled in close and sang a quiet lullaby.


  He let me sing for a few minutes before his fingers started moving absently below my ear. He pulled the neck of my shirt open wide and kissed along my neck and ears. Then he pulled up my short sleeve and kissed as far down my arm as he could reach. It made my breath hitch. Almost every time I sang, he did this. I think he enjoyed the sound of my raspy breathing more than the singing itself.


  Before long we were tangled together on the dirty, thin rug. Aspen pulled me on top of him, and I brushed his scraggly hair with my fingers, hypnotized by the feel. He kissed me feverishly and hard. I felt his fingers dig into my waist, my back, my hips, my thighs. I was always surprised that he didn’t leave little finger-shaped bruises all over me.


  We were cautious, always stopping shy of the things we really wanted. As if breaking curfew wasn’t bad enough. Still, whatever our limitations were, I couldn’t imagine anyone in Illéa had more passion than we did.


  “I love you, America Singer. As long as I live, I’ll love you.” There was some deep emotion in his voice, and it caught me off guard.


  “I love you, Aspen. You’ll always be my prince.”


  And he kissed me until the candle burned itself out.


  It had to have been hours, and my eyes were heavy. Aspen never worried about his sleep, but he was always concerned about mine. So I wearily climbed down the ladder, taking my plate and my penny.


  When I sang, Aspen ate it up, loved it. From time to time, when he had anything at all, he’d give me a penny to pay for my song. If he managed to scrounge up a penny, I wanted him to give it to his family. There was no doubt they needed every last one. But then, having these pennies—since I couldn’t bear to spend them—was like having a reminder of everything Aspen was willing to do for me, of everything I meant to him.


  Back in my room, I pulled my tiny jar of pennies out from its hiding spot and listened to the happy sound of the newest one hitting its neighbors. I waited for ten minutes, watching out the window, until I saw Aspen’s shadow climb down and run down the back road.


  I stayed awake a little while longer, thinking of Aspen and how much I loved him, and how it felt to be loved by him. I felt special, priceless, irreplaceable. No queen on any throne could possibly feel more important than I did.


  I fell asleep with that thought securely etched in my heart.


  CHAPTER 3


  ASPEN WAS DRESSED IN WHITE. He looked angelic. We were in Carolina still, but there was no one else around. We were alone, but we didn’t miss anyone. Aspen wove twigs to make me a crown, and we were together.


  “America,” Mom crowed, jarring me from my dreams.


  She flicked on the lights, burning my eyes, and I rubbed my hands into them, trying to adjust.


  “Wake up, America, I have a proposal for you.” I looked over at the alarm clock. Just past seven in the morning. So that was . . . five hours in bed.


  “Is it more sleep?” I mumbled.


  “No, honey, sit up. I have something serious to discuss.”


  I worked myself into a sitting position, clothes rumpled and hair sticking out in strange directions. Mom clapped her hands over and over, as if it would speed up the process.


  “Come on, America, I need you to wake up.”


  I yawned. Twice.


  “What do you want?” I said.


  “For you to submit your name for the Selection. I think you’d make an excellent princess.”


  It was way too early for this.


  “Mom, really, I just. . .” I sighed as I remembered what I’d promised Aspen last night: that I would at least try. But now, in the light of day, I wasn’t sure if I could make myself do it.


  “I know you’re opposed, but I figured I’d make a deal with you to see if you would change your mind.”


  My ears perked up. What could she possibly offer me?


  “Your father and I spoke last night, and we decided that you’re old enough to go on your jobs alone. You play the piano as well as I do, and if you’d try a little more, you’d be nearly flawless on the violin. And your voice, well, there’s no one better in the province, if you ask me.”


  I smiled groggily. “Thanks, Mom. Really.” I didn’t particularly care to work alone, though. I didn’t see how that was supposed to entice me.


  “Well, that’s not all. You can accept your own work now and go alone and . . . and you can keep half of whatever you make.” She sort of grimaced as she said it.


  My eyes popped open.


  “But only if you sign up for the Selection.” She was starting to smile now. She knew this would win me over, though I think she was expecting more of a fight. But how could I fight? I was already going to sign up, and now I could earn some money of my own!


  “You know I can only agree to sign up, right? I can’t make them pick me.”


  “Yes, I know. But it’s worth a shot.”


  “Wow, Mom.” I shook my head, still in shock. “Okay, I’ll fill out the form today. Are you serious about the money?”


  “Of course. Sooner or later you’d go out on your own anyway. And being responsible for your own money will be good for you. Only, don’t forget your family, please. We still need you.”


  “I won’t forget you, Mom. How could I, with all the nagging?” I winked, she laughed, and with that, the deal was done.


  I took a shower as I processed everything that had happened in less than twenty-four hours. By simply filling out a form, I was winning the approval of my family, making Aspen happy, and earning the money that would help Aspen and me get married!


  I wasn’t so concerned about the money, but Aspen insisted we needed to have some savings of our own first. It cost a bit to do the legal stuff, and we wanted to have a very small party with our family after our wedding. I figured it wouldn’t take very long for us to save for that once we decided we were ready, but Aspen wanted more. Maybe, finally, he’d trust that we wouldn’t always be strapped if I did some serious work.


  After my shower, I did my hair and put on the tiniest bit of makeup to celebrate, then went to my closet and got dressed. There weren’t a whole lot of options. Most everything was beige, brown, or green. I had a few nicer dresses for when we worked, but they were hopelessly behind in the fashion department. It was like that, though. Sixes and Sevens were almost always in denim or something sturdy. Fives mostly wore bland clothes, as the artists covered everything with smocks and the singers and dancers only really needed to look special for performances. The upper castes would wear khaki and denim from time to time to change up their looks, but it was always in a way that took the material to a whole new level. As if it wasn’t enough that they could have pretty much whatever they wanted, they turned our necessities into luxuries.


  I put on my khaki shorts and the green tunic top—by far the most exciting day clothes I owned—and looked myself over before going into the living room. I felt kind of pretty today. Maybe it was just the excitement behind my eyes.


  Mom was sitting at the kitchen table with Dad, humming. They both looked up at me a couple of times, but even their stares couldn’t bother me.


  When I picked up the letter, I was a little surprised. Such high-quality paper. I’d never felt anything like it. Thick and slightly textured. For a moment the weight of the paper hit me, reminding me of the magnitude of what I was doing. Two words jumped into my head: What if?


  But I shook the thought away and put pen to paper.


  It was straightforward enough. I filled in my name, age, caste, and contact information. I had to put my height and weight, hair, eye, and skin color, too. I was pleased to write that I could speak three languages. Most could speak at least two, but my mother insisted we learn French and Spanish, since those languages were still used in parts of the country. It also helped with the singing. There were so many pretty songs in French. We had to list the highest grade level we’d completed, which could vary immensely, since only Sixes and Sevens went to the public schools and had actual grade levels. I was nearly done with my education. Under special skills, I listed singing and all my instruments.


  “Do you think the ability to sleep in counts as a special skill?” I asked Dad, trying to sound torn over the decision.


  “Yes, list that. And don’t forget to write that you can eat an entire meal in under five minutes,” he replied. I laughed. It was true; I did tend to inhale my food.


  “Oh, the both of you! Why don’t you just write down that you’re an absolute heathen!” My mother went storming from the room. I couldn’t believe she was so frustrated—after all, she was getting exactly what she wanted.


  I gave Dad a questioning look.


  “She just wants the best for you, that’s all.” He leaned back in his chair, relaxing a bit before he started on the commissioned piece that was due by the end of the month.


  “So do you, but you’re never so angry,” I noted.


  “Yes. But your mother and I have different ideas of what’s best for you.” He flashed me a smile. I got my mouth from him—both the look and the tendency to say innocent things that got me into trouble. The temper was Mom’s doing, but she was better at holding her tongue if it really mattered. Not me. Like right now. . .


  “Dad, if I wanted to marry a Six or even a Seven, and he was someone I really loved, would you let me?”


  Dad set his mug down, and his eyes focused on me. I tried not to give anything away with my expression. His sigh was heavy, full of grief.


  “America, if you loved an Eight, I’d want you to marry him. But you should know that love can wear away under the stress of being married. Someone you think you love now, you might start to hate when he couldn’t provide for you. And if you couldn’t take care of your children, it’d be even worse. Love doesn’t always survive under those types of circumstances.”


  Dad rested his hand on top of mine, drawing my eyes up to his. I tried to hide my worry.


  “But no matter what, I want you to be loved. You deserve to be loved. And I hope you get to marry for love and not a number.”


  He couldn’t say what I wanted to know—that I would get to marry for love and not a number—but it was the best I could hope for.


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  “Go easy on your mother. She’s trying to do the right thing.” He kissed my head and went off to work.


  I sighed and went back to filling out the application. The whole thing made me feel like my family didn’t think I had any right to want something of my own. It bothered me, but I knew I couldn’t hold it against them in the long run. We couldn’t afford the luxury of wants. We had needs.


  I took my finished application and went to find Mom in the backyard. She sat there, stitching up a hem as May did her schoolwork in the shade of the tree house. Aspen used to complain about the strict teachers in the public schools. I seriously doubted any of them could keep up with Mom. It was summer, for goodness’ sake.


  “Did you really do it?” May asked, bouncing on her knees.


  “I sure did.”


  “What made you change your mind?”


  “Mom can be very compelling,” I said pointedly, though Mom was obviously not ashamed at all of her bribery. “We can go to the Services Office as soon as you’re ready, Mom.”


  She smiled a little. “That’s my girl. Go get your things, and we’ll head out. I want to get yours in as soon as possible.”


  I went to grab my shoes and bag as I’d been instructed, but I stopped short at Gerad’s room. He was staring at a blank canvas, looking frustrated. We kept rotating through options with Gerad, but none of them were sticking. One look at the battered soccer ball in the corner or the secondhand microscope we’d inherited as payment one Christmas, and it was obvious his heart just wasn’t in the arts.


  “Not feeling inspired today, huh?” I asked, stepping into his room.


  He looked up at me and shook his head.


  “Maybe you could try sculpting, like Kota. You have great hands. I bet you’d be good at it.”


  “I don’t want to sculpt things. Or paint or sing or play the piano. I want to play ball.” He kicked his foot into the aging carpet.


  “I know. And you can for fun, but you need to find a craft you’re good at to make a living. You can do both.”


  “But why?” he whined.


  “You know why. It’s the law.”


  “But that’s not fair!” Gerad pushed the canvas to the floor, where it stirred up dust in the light from his window. “It’s not our fault our great-grandfather or whoever was poor.”


  “I know.” It really seemed unreasonable to limit everyone’s life choices based on your ancestors’ ability to help the government, but that was how it all worked out. And I suppose I should just be grateful we were safe. “I guess it was the only way to make things work at the time.”


  He didn’t speak. I breathed a sigh and picked up the canvas, setting it back into place. This was his life, and he couldn’t just wipe it away.


  “You don’t have to give up your hobbies, buddy. But you want to be able to help Mom and Dad and grow up and get married, right?” I poked his side.


  He stuck his tongue out in playful disgust, and we both giggled.


  “America!” Mom called down the hall. “What’s taking you so long?”


  “Coming,” I yelled back, and then turned to Gerad. “I know it’s hard. It’s just the way it is, okay?”


  But I knew it wasn’t okay. It wasn’t okay at all.


  Mom and I walked all the way to the local office. Sometimes we took the public buses if we were going too far or if we were working. It looked bad to show up sweaty at the house of a Two. They already looked at us funny anyway. But it was a nice day out, and the trip was just shy of being too long.


  We obviously weren’t the only ones trying to get our submission in right away. By the time we got there, the street in front of the Province of Carolina Services Office was packed with women.


  Standing in line, I could see a number of girls from my neighborhood in front of me, waiting to go inside. The trail was nearly four people wide and wrapped halfway around the block. Every girl in the province was signing up. I didn’t know whether to feel terrified or relieved.


  “Magda!” someone called. My mother and I both turned at the sound of her name.


  Celia and Kamber were walking up behind us with Aspen’s mother. She must have taken the day off to do this. Her daughters were dressed up as neatly as they could afford, looking very tidy. It wasn’t much, but they looked good no matter what they wore, just like Aspen. Kamber and Celia had his same dark hair and beautiful smiles.


  Aspen’s mother smiled at me, and I returned her grin. I adored her. I only got to talk to her every once in a while, but she was always nice to me. And I knew it wasn’t because I was a step up from her; I’d seen her give clothes that didn’t fit her kids anymore to families who had next to nothing. She was just kind.


  “Hello, Lena. Kamber, Celia, how are you?” Mother greeted them.


  “Good!” they sang in unison.


  “You guys look beautiful,” I said, placing one of Celia’s curls behind her shoulder.


  “We wanted to look pretty for our picture,” Kamber announced.


  “Picture?” I asked.


  “Yes.” Aspen’s mom spoke in a hushed voice. “I was cleaning at one of the magistrates’ houses yesterday. This lottery isn’t much of a lottery at all. That’s why they’re taking pictures and getting lots of information. Why would it matter how many languages you spoke if it were random?”


  That had struck me as funny, but I thought that was all information for after the fact.


  “It appears to have leaked a little; look around. Lots of girls are way overdone.”


  I scanned the line. Aspen’s mother was right, and there was a clear line between those who knew and those who didn’t. Just behind us was a girl, obviously a Seven, still in her work clothes. Her muddy boots might not make the picture, but the dust on her overalls probably would. A few yards back another Seven was sporting a tool belt. The best I could say about her was that her face was clean.


  On the other end of the spectrum, a girl in front of me had her hair up in a twist with little tendrils framing her face. The girl beside her, clearly a Two based on her clothes, looked like she was trying to drown the world in her cleavage. Several had on so much makeup, they looked kind of like clowns to me. But at least they were trying.


  I looked decent, but I hadn’t gone to any such lengths. Like the Sevens, I hadn’t known to bother. I felt a sudden flutter of worry.


  But why? I stopped myself and rearranged my thoughts.


  I didn’t want this. If I wasn’t pretty enough, surely that was a good thing. I would at least be a notch below Aspen’s sisters. They were naturally beautiful, and looked even lovelier with the little hints of makeup. If Kamber or Celia won, Aspen’s whole family would be elevated. Surely my mother couldn’t disapprove of me marrying a One just because he wasn’t the prince himself. My lack of information was a blessing.


  “I think you’re right,” Mom said. “That girl looks like she’s getting ready for a Christmas party.” She laughed, but I could tell she hated that I was at a disadvantage.


  “I don’t know why some girls go so over the top. Look at America. She’s so pretty. I’m so glad you didn’t go that route,” Mrs. Leger said.


  “I’m nothing special. Who could pick me next to Kamber or Celia?” I winked at them, and they smiled. Mom did, too, but it was forced. She must have been debating staying in the line or forcing me to run home and change.


  “Don’t be silly! Every time Aspen comes home from helping your brother, he always says the Singers inherited more than their fair share of talent and beauty,” Aspen’s mother said.


  “Does he really? What a nice boy!” my mother cooed.


  “Yes. A mother couldn’t ask for a better son. He’s supportive, and he works so hard.”


  “He’s going to make some girl very happy one day,” my mother said. She was only half into the conversation as she continued to size up the competition.


  Mrs. Leger took a quick look around. “Between you and me, I think he might already have someone in mind.”


  I froze. I didn’t know if I should comment or not, unsure if either response would give me away.


  “What’s she like?” my mother asked. Even when she was planning my marriage to a complete stranger, she still had time for gossip.


  “I’m not sure! I haven’t actually met her. And I’m only guessing that he’s seeing someone, but he seems happier lately,” she replied, beaming.


  Lately? We’d been meeting for nearly two years. Why only lately?


  “He hums,” Celia offered.


  “Yeah, he sings, too,” Kamber agreed.


  “He sings?” I exclaimed.


  “Oh, yeah,” they chorused.


  “Then he’s definitely seeing someone!” my mother chimed in. “I wonder who she is.”


  “You’ve got me. But I’m guessing she must be a wonderful girl. These last few months he’s been working hard—harder than usual. And he’s been putting money away. I think he must be trying to save up to get married.”


  I couldn’t help the little gasp that escaped. Lucky me, they all attributed it to the general excitement of the news.


  “And I couldn’t be more pleased,” she continued. “Even if he’s not ready to tell us who she is, I love her already. He’s smiling, and he just seems satisfied. It’s been hard since we lost Herrick, and Aspen’s taken so much on himself. Any girl who makes him this happy is already a daughter to me.”


  “She’d be a lucky girl! Your Aspen is a wonderful boy,” Mom replied.


  I couldn’t believe it. Here his family was, trying to make ends meet, and he was putting away money for me! I didn’t know whether to scold him or kiss him. I just. . . I had no words.


  He really was going to ask me to marry him!


  It was all I could think about. Aspen, Aspen, Aspen. I went through the line, signed at the window to confirm that everything on my form was true, and took my picture. I sat in the chair, flipped my hair once or twice to give it some life, and turned to face the photographer.


  I don’t think any girl in all of Illéa could have been smiling more than me.


  CHAPTER 4


  IT WAS FRIDAY, SO THE Illéa Capital Report would be on at eight. We weren’t exactly obligated to watch, but it was unwise to miss it. Even Eights—the homeless, the wandering—would find a store or a church where they could see the Report. And with the Selection coming up, the Report was more than a semi-requirement. Everyone wanted to know what was happening in that department.


  “Do you think they’ll announce the winners tonight?” May asked, stuffing mashed potatoes into her mouth.


  “No, dear. Everyone who’s eligible still has nine days to submit their applications. It’ll probably be two more weeks until we know.” Mom’s voice was the calmest it had been in years. She was completely at ease, pleased to have gotten something she really wanted.


  “Aw! I can’t stand the wait,” May complained.


  She couldn’t stand the wait? It was my name in the pot!


  “Your mother tells me you had quite a long wait in line.” I was surprised Dad wanted in on this conversation.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I wasn’t expecting that many girls. I don’t know why they’re giving people nine more days; I swear everyone in the province has already gone in.”


  Dad chuckled. “Did you have fun gauging the competition?”


  “Didn’t bother,” I said honestly. “I left that to Mom.”


  She nodded in agreement. “I did, I did. I couldn’t help it. But I think America looked good. Polished but natural. You are so beautiful, honey. If they really are looking through instead of picking at random, you have an even better chance than I thought.”


  “I don’t know,” I hedged. “There was that girl who had on so much red lipstick she looked like she was bleeding. Maybe the prince likes that kind of thing.”


  Everyone laughed, and Mom and I continued to regale them with commentary on the outfits we’d noticed. May drank it all in, and Gerad just sat smiling between bites of dinner. Sometimes it was easy to forget that as long as Gerad had been able to really understand the world around him, things had been stressful in our house.


  At eight we all piled into the living room—Dad in his chair, May next to Mom on the couch with Gerad on her lap, and me on the floor all stretched out—and turned the TV to the public access channel. It was the one channel you didn’t have to pay to have, so even the Eights could get it if they had a TV.


  The anthem played. Maybe it’s silly, but I always loved our national anthem. It was one of my favorite songs to sing.


  The picture of the royal family came into view. Standing at a podium was King Clarkson. His advisers, who had updates on infrastructure and some environmental concerns, were seated to one side, and the camera cut to show them. It looked like there would be several announcements tonight. On the left of the screen, the queen and Prince Maxon sat in their typical cluster of thronelike seats and elegant clothes, looking regal and important.


  “There’s your boyfriend, Ames,” May announced, and everyone laughed.


  I looked closely at Maxon. I guess he was handsome in his own way. Not at all like Aspen, though. His hair was a honey color, and his eyes were brown. He kind of looked like summertime, which I guess was attractive to some people. His hair was cropped short and neatly done, and his gray suit was perfectly fitted to him.


  But he sat way too rigidly in his chair. He looked so uptight. His clean hair was too perfect, his tailored suit too crisp. He seemed more like a painting than a person. I almost felt bad for the girl who ended up with him. That would probably be the most boring life imaginable.


  I focused on his mother. She looked serene. She sat up in her chair, too, but not in an icy way. I realized that, unlike the king and Prince Maxon, she hadn’t grown up in the palace. She was a celebrated Daughter of Illéa. She might have been someone like me.


  The king was already talking, but I had to know.


  “Mom?” I whispered, trying not to distract Dad.


  “Yes?”


  “The queen . . . what was she? Her caste, I mean.”


  Mom smiled at my interest. “A Four.”


  A Four. She’d spent her formative years working in a factory or a shop, or maybe on a farm. I wondered about her life. Did she have a large family? She probably hadn’t had to worry about food growing up. Were her friends jealous of her when she was chosen? If I had any really close friends, would they be jealous of me?


  That was stupid. I wasn’t going to be picked.


  Instead I focused on the king’s words.


  “Just this morning, another attack in New Asia rocked our bases. It has left our troops slightly outnumbered, but we are confident that with the fresh draft next month will come lifted morale, not to mention a swelling of fresh forces.”


  I hated war. Unfortunately, we were a young country that had to protect itself against everyone. It wasn’t likely this land would survive another invasion.


  After the king gave us an update on a recent raid on a rebel camp, the Financial Team updated us on the status of the debt, and the head of the Infrastructure Committee announced that in two years they were planning to start work on rebuilding several highways, some of which hadn’t been touched since the Fourth World War. Finally the last person, the Master of Events, came to the podium.


  “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen of Illéa. As you all know, notices to participate in the Selection were recently distributed in the mail. We have received the first count of submitted applications, and I am pleased to say that thousands of the beautiful women in Illéa have already placed their names in the lottery for the Selection!”


  In the back corner Maxon shifted a little in his seat. Was he sweating?


  “On behalf of the royal family, I would like to thank you for your enthusiasm and patriotism. With any luck, by the New Year we will be celebrating the engagement of our beloved Prince Maxon to an enchanting, talented, and intelligent Daughter of Illéa!”


  The few advisers sitting there applauded. Maxon smiled but looked uncomfortable. When the applause died down, the Master of Events started up again.


  “Of course, we will be having lots of programming dedicated to meeting the young women of the Selection, not to mention specials on their lives at the palace. We could not think of anyone more qualified to guide us through this exciting time than our very own Mr. Gavril Fadaye!”


  There was another smattering of applause, but it came from my mom and May this time. Gavril Fadaye was a legend. For something like twenty years he’d done running commentary on Grateful Feast parades and Christmas shows and anything they celebrated at the palace. I’d never seen an interview with members of the royal family or their closest friends and family done by anyone but him.


  “Oh, America, you could meet Gavril!” Mom crooned.


  “He’s coming!” May said, flailing her little arms.


  Sure enough, there was Gavril, sauntering onto the set in his crisp blue suit. He was maybe in his late forties, and he always looked sharp. As he walked across the stage, the light caught on the pin on his lapel, a flash of gold that was similar to the forte signs in my piano music.


  “Goooood evening, Illéa!” he sang. “I have to say that I am so honored to be a part of the Selection. Lucky me, I get to meet thirty-five beautiful women! What idiot wouldn’t want my job?” He winked at us through the camera. “But before I get to meet these lovely ladies, one of which will be our new princess, I have the pleasure of speaking with the man of the hour, our Prince Maxon.”


  With that Maxon walked across the carpeted stage to a pair of chairs set up for him and Gavril. He straightened his tie and adjusted his suit, as if he needed to look more polished. He shook Gavril’s hand and sat across from him, picking up a microphone. The chair was high enough that Maxon propped his feet on a bar in the middle of the legs. He looked much more casual that way.


  “Nice to see you again, Your Highness.”


  “Thank you, Gavril. The pleasure is all mine.” Maxon’s voice was as poised as the rest of him. He radiated waves of formality. I wrinkled my nose at the idea of just being in the same room with him.


  “In less than a month, thirty-five women will be moving into your house. How do you feel about that?”


  Maxon laughed. “Honestly, it is a bit nerve-racking. I’m imagining there will be much more noise with so many guests. I’m looking forward to it all the same.”


  “Have you asked dear old dad for any advice on how he managed to get ahold of such a beautiful wife when it was his turn?”


  Both Maxon and Gavril looked over to the king and queen, and the camera panned over to show them looking at each other, smiling and holding hands. It seemed genuine, but how would we know any better?


  “I haven’t actually. As you know, the situation in New Asia has been escalating, and I’ve been working with him more on the military side of things. Not much time to discuss girls in there.”


  Mom and May laughed. I suppose it was kind of funny.


  “We don’t have much time left, so I’d like to have one more question. What do you imagine your perfect girl would be like?”


  Maxon looked taken aback. It was hard to tell, but he may have been blushing.


  “Honestly, I don’t know. I think that’s the beauty of the Selection. No two women who enter will be exactly the same—not in looks or preferences or disposition. And through the process of meeting them and talking to them, I’m hoping to discover what I want, to find it along the way.” Maxon smiled.


  “Thank you, Your Highness. That was very well said. And I think I speak for all of Illéa when I wish you the best of luck.” Gavril held out his hand for another shake.


  “Thank you, sir,” Maxon said. The camera didn’t cut away quick enough, and you could see him looking over to his parents, wondering if he’d said the right thing. The next shot zoomed in on Gavril’s face, so there was no way to see what their response was.


  “I’m afraid that’s all the time we have for this evening. Thank you for watching the Illéa Capital Report, and we’ll see you next week.”


  With that, the music played and credits rolled.


  “America and Maxon sitting in a tree,” sang May. I grabbed a pillow and chucked it at her, but I couldn’t help laughing at the thought. Maxon was so stiff and quiet. It was hard to imagine anyone being happy with such a wimp.


  I spent the rest of the night trying to ignore May’s teasing, and finally went to my room to be alone. Even the thought of being near Maxon Schreave made me uncomfortable. May’s little jabs stayed in my head all night and made it difficult for me to sleep.


  It was hard to pinpoint the sound that woke me, but once I was aware of it, I tried to survey my room in absolute stillness, just in case someone was there.


  Tap, tap, tap.


  I turned over slowly to face my window, and there was Aspen, grinning at me. I got out of bed and tiptoed to the door, shutting it all the way and locking it. I went back to the bed, unlocking and slowly opening my window.


  A rush of heat that had nothing to do with summer swept over me as Aspen climbed through the window and onto my bed.


  “What are you doing here?” I whispered, smiling in the dark.


  “I had to see you,” he breathed into my cheek as he wrapped his arms around me, pulling me down until we were lying side by side on the bed.


  “I have so much to tell you, Aspen.”


  “Shhh, don’t say a word. If anyone hears, there’ll be hell to pay. Just let me look at you.”


  And so I obeyed. I stayed there, quiet and still, while Aspen stared into my eyes. When he had his fill of that, he went to nuzzling his nose into my neck and hair. And then his hands were moving up and down the curve of my waist to my hip over and over and over. I heard his breathing get heavy, and something about that drew me in.


  His lips, hidden in my neck, started kissing me. I drew in sharp breaths. I couldn’t help it. Aspen’s lips traveled up my chin and covered my mouth, effectively silencing my gasps. I wrapped myself around him, our rushed grabbing and the humidity of the night covering us both in sweat.


  It was a stolen moment.


  Aspen’s lips finally slowed, though I was nowhere near ready to stop. But we had to be smart. If we went any further, and there was ever evidence of it, we’d both be thrown in jail.


  Another reason everyone married young: Waiting is torture.


  “I should go,” he whispered.


  “But I want you to stay.” My lips were by his ears. I could smell his soap again.


  “America Singer, one day you will fall asleep in my arms every night. And you’ll wake up to my kisses every morning. And then some.” I bit my lip at the thought. “But now I have to go. We’re pushing our luck.”


  I sighed and loosened my grip. He was right.


  “I love you, America.”


  “I love you, Aspen.”


  These secret moments would be enough to get me through everything coming: Mom’s disappointment when I wasn’t chosen, the work I’d have to do to help Aspen save, the eruption that was coming when he asked Dad for my hand, and whatever struggles we’d go through once we were married. None of it mattered. Not if I had Aspen.


  CHAPTER 5


  A WEEK LATER, I BEAT Aspen to the tree house.


  It took a bit of work to get the things I wanted up there in silence, but I managed. I rearranged the plates one last time as I heard someone climbing the tree.


  “Boo.”


  Aspen started and laughed. I lit the new candle I’d purchased just for us. He crossed the tree house to kiss me, and after a moment, I started talking about all that had happened during the week.


  “I never got to tell you about the sign-ups,” I said, excited about the news.


  “How’d it go? Mom said it was packed.”


  “It was crazy, Aspen. You should have seen what people were wearing! And I’m sure you know that it’s less of a lottery than they’re claiming. So I was right all along. There are far more interesting people to choose in Carolina than me, so this was all a big nothing.”


  “All the same, thank you for doing it. It means a lot to me.” His eyes were still focused on me. He hadn’t even bothered looking around the tree house. Drinking me in, like always.


  “Well, the best part is that since my mother had no idea I’d already promised you, she bribed me to sign up.” I couldn’t contain my smile. This week families had already started throwing parties for their daughters, sure that they would be the one chosen for the Selection. I’d sung at no less than seven celebrations, packing two into a night for the sake of getting my own paychecks. And Mom was true to her word. It felt liberating to have money that was mine.


  “Bribed you? With what?” His face was lit with excitement.


  “Money, of course. Look, I made you a feast!” I pulled away from him and started grabbing plates. I’d made too much dinner on purpose to save him some, and I’d been baking pastries for days. May and I both had a terrible addiction to sweets anyway, and she was jubilant that this was how I was choosing to spend my money.


  “What’s all this?”


  “Food. I made it myself.” I was beaming with pride at my efforts. Finally, tonight, Aspen could be full. But his smile faded as he took in plate after plate.


  “Aspen, is something wrong?”


  “This isn’t right.” He shook his head and looked away from the treats.


  “What do you mean?”


  “America, I’m supposed to be providing for you. It’s humiliating for me to come here and have you do all this for me.”


  “But I give you food all the time.”


  “Your little leftovers. You think I don’t know better? I don’t feel bad about taking something you don’t want. But to have you—I’m supposed to—”


  “Aspen, you give me things all the time. You provide for me. I have all my pen—”


  “Pennies? You think bringing that up now is a good idea? Don’t you know how much I hate that? That I love to hear you sing but can’t really pay you when everyone else does?”


  “You shouldn’t pay me at all! It’s a gift. Anything of mine you want you can have!” I knew we needed to be careful to keep our voices down. But at the moment I didn’t care.


  “I’m not some charity case, America. I’m a man. I’m supposed to be a provider.”


  Aspen put his hands in his hair. I could see his breaths coming fast. Just like always, he was thinking his way through the argument. But this time, there was something different in his eyes. Instead of his face growing focused, it fell into confusion one millimeter at a time. My anger faded quickly as I saw him there, looking so lost. I felt guilty instead. I had meant to spoil him, not humiliate him.


  “I love you,” I whispered.


  He shook his head.


  “I love you, too, America.” But he still wouldn’t look at me. I picked up some of the bread I’d made and put it in his hand. He was too hungry not to take a bite.


  “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I thought it would make you happy.”


  “No, Mer, I love it. I can’t believe you did all this for me. It’s just . . . you don’t know how much it bothers me that I can’t do this for you. You deserve better.” Mercifully, he kept eating as he spoke.


  “You’ve got to stop thinking of me that way. When it’s just you and me, I’m not a Five and you’re not a Six. We’re just Aspen and America. And I don’t want anything in the world but you.”


  “But I can’t stop thinking that way.” He looked at me. “That’s how I was raised. Since I was little, it was ‘Sixes are born to serve’ and ‘Sixes aren’t meant to be seen.’ My whole life, I’ve been taught to be invisible.” He grabbed my hand in a viselike grip. “If we’re together, Mer, you’re going to be invisible, too. And I don’t want that for you.”


  “Aspen, we’ve talked about this. I know that things will be different, and I’m prepared. I don’t know how to make it any clearer.” I put my hand on his heart. “The moment you’re ready to ask, I’m ready to say yes.”


  It was terrifying to put myself out there like that, to make it absolutely clear how deep my affections ran. He knew what I was saying. But if making myself vulnerable meant he’d be brave, I’d endure it. His eyes searched mine. If he was looking for doubt, he was wasting his time. Aspen was the one thing I was sure of.


  “No.”


  “What?”


  “No.” The word felt like a slap across the face.


  “Aspen?”


  “I don’t know how I fooled myself into ever thinking this would work.” He ran his fingers through his hair again, like he was trying to get all the thoughts he’d ever had about me out of his head.


  “But you just said you loved me.”


  “I do, Mer. That’s the point. I can’t make you like me. I can’t stand the thought of you hungry or cold or scared. I can’t make you a Six.”


  I felt the tears coming. He didn’t mean that. He couldn’t. But before I could tell him to take it back, Aspen was already moving to crawl out of the tree house.


  “Where . . . where are you going?”


  “I’m leaving. I’m going home. I’m sorry I did this to you, America. It’s over now.”


  “What?”


  “It’s over. I won’t come around anymore. Not like this.”


  I started crying. “Aspen, please. Let’s talk about this. You’re just upset.”


  “I’m more upset than you know. But not at you. I just can’t do this, Mer. I can’t.”


  “Aspen, please. . .”


  He pulled me in tight and kissed me—really kissed me—one last time. Then he disappeared into the night. And because this country is the way it is, because of all the rules that had kept us in hiding, I couldn’t even call out after him. I couldn’t tell him I loved him one more time.


  As the next few days passed, I knew my family could tell that something was wrong, but they must have assumed I was nervous about the Selection. I wanted to cry a thousand times, but held it back. I just pushed on to Friday, hoping that everything would go back to normal after the Capital Report broadcast the names.


  I dreamed it up in my head. How they would announce Celia or Kamber, and my mother would be disappointed, but not as disappointed as she would have been if it was a stranger. Dad and May would be excited for them; our families were close. I knew Aspen had to be thinking about me like I’d been thinking about him. I bet he’d be over here before the program was over, begging me for forgiveness and asking for my hand. It would be a little premature, since there was nothing guaranteed for the girls, but he could capitalize on the general excitement of the day. It would probably smooth a lot of things over.


  In my head, it worked out perfectly. In my head, everyone was happy. . .


  It was ten minutes until the Report came on, and we were all in place early. I couldn’t imagine we were alone in not wanting to miss a second of this announcement.


  “I remember when Queen Amberly was chosen! Oh, I knew from the beginning she would make it.” Mom was making popcorn, as if this were a movie.


  “Did you go in the lottery, Mama?” Gerad asked.


  “No, sweetie, Mama was two years too young for the cutoff. But lucky me, I got your father instead.” She smiled and winked.


  Whoa. She must have been in a good mood. I couldn’t remember the last time she was that affectionate toward Dad.


  “Queen Amberly is the best queen ever. She’s so beautiful and smart. Every time I see her on TV, I want to be just like her,” May said with a sigh.


  “She is a good queen,” I added quietly.


  Finally eight o’clock rolled around, and the national emblem rose on the screen along with the instrumental version of our anthem. Was I actually trembling? I was so ready for this to be over.


  The king appeared and gave a brief update on the war. The other announcements were also short. It seemed like everyone there was in a good mood. I guessed this must be exciting for them, too.


  Finally the Master of Events came up and introduced Gavril, who walked straight over to the royal family.


  “Good evening, Your Majesty,” he said to the king.


  “Gavril, always good to see you.” The king was borderline giddy.


  “Looking forward to the announcement?”


  “Ah, yes. I was in the room yesterday as a few were drawn; all very lovely girls.”


  “So you know who they are already?” Gavril exclaimed.


  “Just a few, just a few.”


  “Did he happen to share any of this information with you, sir?” Gavril turned to Maxon.


  “Not at all. I’ll see them when everyone else does,” Maxon replied. You could see he was trying to hide his nerves.


  I realized my palms were sweating.


  “Your Majesty,” Gavril went over to the queen. “Any advice for the Selected?”


  She smiled her serene smile. I didn’t know what the other women looked like when she went through the Selection, but I couldn’t imagine anyone being as graceful and lovely as her.


  “Enjoy your last night as an average girl. Tomorrow, no matter what, your life will be different forever. And it’s old advice, but it’s good: Be yourself.”


  “Wise words, my queen, wise words. And with that, let us reveal the thirty-five young ladies chosen for the Selection. Ladies and gentlemen, please join me in congratulating the following Daughters of Illéa!”


  The screen changed to the national emblem. In the upper right-hand corner, there was a small box with Maxon’s face, to see his reactions as the pictures went across the monitor. He would already be making decisions about them, the way we all would.


  Gavril had a set of cards in his hands, ready to read out the names of the girls whose worlds, according to the queen, were about to change forever.


  “Miss Elayna Stoles of Hansport, Three.” A photo of a tiny girl with porcelain skin popped up. She looked like a lady. Maxon beamed.


  “Miss Tuesday Keeper of Waverly, Four.” A girl with freckles appeared. She looked older, more mature. Maxon whispered something to the king.


  “Miss Fiona Castley of Paloma, Three.” A brunette with smoldering eyes this time. Maybe my age, but she seemed more . . . experienced.


  I turned to Mom and May on the couch. “Doesn’t she seem awfully—”


  “Miss America Singer of Carolina, Five.”


  I whipped my head back around, and there it was. The picture of me just after I’d found out Aspen was saving up to marry me. I looked radiant, hopeful, beautiful. I looked like I was in love. And some idiot thought that love was for Prince Maxon.


  Mom screamed by my ear, and May jumped up, sending popcorn everywhere. Gerad got excited too and started dancing. Dad . . . it’s hard to say, but I think he was secretly smiling behind his book.


  I missed what Maxon’s expression was.


  The phone rang.


  And it didn’t stop for days.


  CHAPTER 6


  THE NEXT WEEK WAS FULL of officials swarming into our house to prepare me for the Selection. There was an obnoxious woman who seemed to think I’d lied about half my application, followed by an actual palace guard who came to go over security measures with the local soldiers and give our home a once-over. Apparently I didn’t have to wait until getting to the palace to worry about potential rebel attacks. Wonderful.


  We got two phone calls from a woman named Silvia—who sounded very perky and businesslike at the same time—wanting to know if we needed anything. My favorite visitor was a lean, goateed man who came to measure me for my new wardrobe. I wasn’t sure how I felt about wearing dresses that were as formal as the queen’s all the time, but I was looking forward to a change.


  The last of these visitors came on Wednesday afternoon, two days before I was to leave. He was in charge of going over all the official rules with me. He was incredibly skinny with greasy black hair that was smoothed back, and he kept sweating. Upon entering the house, he asked if there was someplace private we could talk. That was my first clue that something was going on.


  “Well, we can sit in the kitchen, if that’s all right,” Mom suggested.


  He dabbed his head with a handkerchief and looked over at May. “Actually, anyplace is fine. I just think you might want to ask your younger daughter to leave the room.”


  What could he possibly say that May couldn’t hear?


  “Mama?” she asked, sad to be missing out.


  “May, darling, go and work on your painting. You’ve been neglecting your work a bit this last week.”


  “But—”


  “Let me walk you out, May,” I offered, looking at the tears welling up in her eyes.


  When we were down the hall and no one could hear, I pulled her in for a hug.


  “Don’t worry,” I whispered. “I’ll tell you everything tonight. Promise.”


  To her credit, she didn’t blow our cover by jumping up and down as usual. She merely nodded somberly and went away to her little corner in Dad’s studio.


  Mom made tea for Skinny, and we sat at the kitchen table to talk. He had a stack of papers and a pen laid out next to another folder with my name on it. He arranged his information neatly and spoke.


  “I’m sorry to be so secretive, but there are certain things I need to address that are unfit for young ears.”


  Mom and I exchanged a quick glance.


  “Miss Singer, this is going to sound harsh, but as of last Friday, you are now considered property of Illéa. You must take care of your body from here on out. I have several forms for you to sign as we go through this information. Any failure to comply on your part will result in your immediate removal from the Selection. Do you understand?”


  “Yes,” I said warily.


  “Very good. Let’s start with the easy stuff. These are vitamins. Since you are a Five, I’ll assume that you may not always have access to necessary nutrition. You must take one of these every day. You’re on your own now, but at the palace, you’ll have someone to help you.” He passed a large bottle across the table to me, along with a form I had to sign to say that I had received it.


  I had to stop myself from laughing. Who needs help taking a pill?


  “I have with me the physical from your doctor. Not much of a worry there. You seem to be in excellent health, although he said you haven’t been sleeping well?”


  “Umm, I mean . . . just with the excitement, it’s been a little hard to sleep.” It was almost the truth. The days were whirlwinds of palace preparation, but at night, when I was still, I thought of Aspen. It was the one time I couldn’t avoid him coming into my mind, and it appeared he wasn’t eager to leave.


  “I see. Well, I can have some sleep aids here tonight if you need them. We want you well rested.”


  “No, I don’t—”


  “Yes,” Mom interrupted. “Sorry, honey, but you look exhausted. Please, get her the sleep aids.”


  “Yes, ma’am.” Skinny made another note in my file. “Moving on. Now, I know this is personal, but I’ve had to discuss it with every contestant, so please don’t be shy.” He paused. “I need confirmation that you are, in fact, a virgin.”


  Mom’s eyes nearly popped out. So this was why May had to leave.


  “Are you serious?” I couldn’t believe they’d send someone out to do this. At least send a woman. . .


  “I’m afraid so. If you’re not, we need to know that immediately.”


  Eww. And with my mother in the room. “I know the law, sir. I’m not stupid. Of course I am.”


  “Consider, please. If you are found to be lying. . .”


  “For goodness’ sake, America’s never even had a boyfriend!” Mom said.


  “That’s right.” I grabbed that rope, hoping it would end this discussion.


  “Very good. I’ll just need you to sign this form to confirm your statement.”


  I rolled my eyes but obeyed. I was glad Illéa existed, considering that this very land had nearly been turned to rubble, but these regulations were starting to make me feel like I was suffocating, like there were invisible chains keeping me down. Laws about who you could love, forms about your virginity being intact; it was infuriating.


  “I need to go over the rules with you. They are very straightforward, and you shouldn’t have a hard time complying. If you have any questions, just speak up.”


  He looked up from his stack of forms and made eye contact with me.


  “I will,” I mumbled.


  “You cannot leave the palace of your own accord. You have to be dismissed by the prince himself. Even the king and queen cannot force you out. They can tell the prince they do not approve of you, but he makes every decision on who stays and who leaves.


  “There is no set timeline for the Selection. It can be over in a matter of days or stretch into years.”


  “Years?” I asked in horror. The thought of being gone that long set me on edge.


  “Not to worry. The prince is unlikely to let it go for very long. This is a moment for him to show his decisiveness, and allowing the Selection to drag on doesn’t look good. But should he choose to take it that way, you will be required to stay for as long as the prince needs to make his choice.”


  My fear must have shown on my face because Mom reached over and patted my hand. Skinny, however, was unfazed.


  “You do not arrange your times with the prince. He will seek you out for one-on-one company if he wants it. If you are in a larger social setting and he is present, that is different. But you do not go to him without invitation.


  “While no one expects you to get along with the other thirty-four contestants, you are not to fight with them or sabotage them. If you are found laying hands on another contestant, causing her stress, stealing from her, or doing anything that might diminish her personal relationship with the prince, it is in his hands whether or not to dismiss you on the spot.


  “Your only romantic relationship will be with Prince Maxon. If you are found writing love notes to someone here or are caught in a relationship with another person in the palace, that is considered treason and is punishable by death.”


  Mom rolled her eyes at that one, though that might be the only rule that worried me.


  “If you are found breaking any of Illéa’s written laws, you will receive the punishment tied to that offense. Your status as one of the Selected does not put you above the law.


  “You must not wear any clothes or eat any food that is not specifically provided for you by the palace. This is a security issue and will be strictly enforced.


  “On Fridays you will be present for all Capital Report broadcasts. On occasion, but always with warning, there will be cameras or photographers in the palace, and you will be courteous and allow them to see your lifestyle with the prince.


  “For each week you stay at the palace, your family will be compensated. I will give you your first check before I leave. Also, should you not stay at the palace, an aide will help you adjust to your life after the Selection. Your aide will assist you with final preparations before you leave for the palace, as well as help you seek new housing and employment afterward.


  “Should you make it to the top ten, you will be considered an Elite. Once you reach that status, you will be required to learn about the particular inner workings of the life and obligations you would have as a princess. You are not permitted to seek out such details before that time.


  “From this moment on, your status is a Three.”


  “A Three?” Mom and I both exclaimed.


  “Yes. After the Selection, it’s hard for girls to go back to their old lives. Twos and Threes do fine, but Fours and below tend to struggle. You are a Three now, but the rest of your family remain Fives. Should you win, you and your entire family become Ones as members of the royal family.”


  “Ones.” The word was faint on Mom’s lips.


  “And should you go to the end, you will marry Prince Maxon and become the crowned princess of Illéa and take on all the rights and responsibilities of that title. Do you understand?”


  “Yes.” That part, as big as it sounded, was the easiest to bear.


  “Very good. If you could just sign this form saying you’ve heard all the official rules, and Mrs. Singer, if you could just sign this form saying you received your check, please.”


  I didn’t see the sum, but it made her eyes well. I was miserable at the idea of leaving, but I was sure if I went there only to be sent back the next day, this check alone would provide us with enough money for a very comfortable year. And when I got back, everyone would want me to sing. I’d have plenty of work. But would I be allowed to sing as a Three? If I had to pick one of the career paths of a Three, I think I’d teach. Maybe I could at least help others learn music.


  Skinny collected his forms and stood to leave, thanking us for our time and for the tea. I would have to interact with only one more official before I left, and that would be my aide: the person who would guide me through getting from my house to the send-off to the airport. And then . . . then I’d be on my own.


  Our guest asked if I would show him to the door, and Mom consented, as she wanted to start dinner. I didn’t like being alone with him, but it was a short walk.


  “One more thing,” Skinny said with his hand on the door. “This isn’t exactly a rule, but it would be unwise of you to ignore it. When you are invited to do something with Prince Maxon, you do not refuse. No matter what it is. Dinner, outings, kisses—more than kisses—anything. Do not turn him down.”


  “Excuse me?” Was the same man who made me sign a form affirming my purity suggesting that I let Maxon have it if he wanted it?


  “I know it sounds . . . unbecoming. But it would not behoove you to reject the prince under any circumstances. Good evening, Miss Singer.”


  I was disgusted, revolted. The law, Illéan law, was that you were to wait until marriage. It was an effective way of keeping diseases at bay, and it helped keep the castes intact. Illegitimates were thrown into the street to become Eights, and the penalty for being discovered, either by a person or through pregnancy, was jail time. If someone was even suspicious, you could spend a few nights in a cell. True, it restricted me from being intimate with the one person I loved, and that had bothered me. But now that Aspen and I were over, I was glad I’d been forced to save myself.


  I was infuriated. Hadn’t I just signed a form saying I’d be punished if I broke Illéan law? I wasn’t above the rules; that was what he’d said. But apparently the prince was. And I felt dirty, lower than an Eight.


  “America, honey, it’s for you,” Mom sang. I’d heard the doorbell myself but was in no rush to answer it. If this was another person asking for an autograph, I didn’t think I’d be able to handle it.


  I walked down the hall and turned the corner. There, with a handful of wildflowers, was Aspen.


  “Hello, America.” His voice was restrained, almost professional.


  “Hello, Aspen.” Mine was weak.


  “These are from Kamber and Celia. They wanted to wish you luck.” He closed the distance between us and gave me the flowers. Flowers from his sisters, not from him.


  “That’s awfully sweet!” Mom exclaimed. I had almost forgotten she was in the room.


  “Aspen, I’m glad you’re here.” I tried to sound as removed as he had. “I’ve made a mess trying to pack. Could you help me clean?”


  With my mom there, he had to accept. As a general rule, Sixes didn’t turn down work. We were the same in that way.


  He exhaled through his nose and nodded once.


  Aspen followed me down the hall. I thought about how many times I’d wanted just this: for Aspen to walk in my house and come to my room. Could the circumstances have been any worse?


  I pushed open the door to my room and Aspen laughed out loud.


  “Did you let a dog do your packing?”


  “Shut up! I had a little trouble finding what I was looking for.” In spite of myself, I smiled.


  He went to work, setting things upright and folding shirts. I helped, of course.


  “Aren’t you taking any of these clothes?” he whispered.


  “No. They dress me from tomorrow on out.”


  “Oh. Wow.”


  “Were your sisters disappointed?”


  “No, actually.” He shook his head in disbelief. “The moment they saw your face, the whole house erupted. They’re crazy about you. My mom in particular.”


  “I love your mom. She’s always really nice to me.”


  A few minutes passed in silence as my room went slowly back to normal.


  “Your picture. . .,” he began, “was absolutely beautiful.”


  It hurt to have him tell me I was beautiful. It wasn’t fair. Not after everything he’d done.


  “It was for you,” I whispered.


  “What?”


  “It’s just. . . I thought you were going to be proposing soon.” My voice was thick.


  Aspen was quiet for a moment, choosing his words.


  “I’d been thinking about it, but it doesn’t matter anymore.”


  “It does. Why didn’t you tell me?”


  He rubbed his neck, deciding.


  “I was waiting.”


  “For what?” What could possibly be worth waiting for?


  “For the draft.”


  That was an issue. It was hard to know whether to wish to be drafted or not. In Illéa, every nineteen-year-old male was eligible for it. Soldiers were chosen at random twice a year, to catch everyone within six months of their birthday. You served from the time you were nineteen until you were twenty-three. And it was coming soon.


  We’d talked about it, of course, but not in a realistic way. I guess we both hoped that if we ignored the draft, it would ignore us, too.


  It was a blessing in that being a soldier meant you were an automatic Two. The government trained you and paid you for the rest of your life. The drawback was you never knew where you would go. They sent you away from your province, for sure. They assumed you were more likely to be lenient with people you knew. You might end up at the palace or in some other province’s local police force. Or you might end up in the army, shipped off to war. Not very many men sent into battle made it home.


  If a man wasn’t married before the draft, he’d almost always wait. You’d be separated from your wife for four years, at the very best. At the worst, she’d be a young widow.


  “I just. . . I didn’t want to do that to you,” he whispered.


  “I understand.”


  He straightened up, trying to change the subject. “So what are you taking to the palace?”


  “A change of clothes to wear whenever they finally kick me out. Some pictures and books. I’ve been told I won’t need my instruments. Anything I want will be there already. So that little bag there, that’s it.”


  The room was tidy now, and that backpack seemed huge for some reason. The flowers he’d brought looked so bright on my desk compared to the drab things I owned. Or maybe it was just that everything seemed paler now . . . now that it was over.


  “That’s not much,” he noted.


  “I’ve never needed very much to be happy. I thought you knew that.”


  He closed his eyes. “Stop it, America. I did the right thing.”


  “The right thing? Aspen, you made me believe we could do it. You made me love you. And then you talked me into this damn contest. Do you know they’re practically shipping me off to be one of Maxon’s playthings?”


  He whipped his head around to face me. “What?”


  “I’m not allowed to turn him down. Not for anything.”


  Aspen looked sick, angry. His hands clenched up into fists. “Even . . . even if he doesn’t want to marry you . . . he could. . .?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t know.” He took a few deep breaths. “But if he does pick you . . . that’ll be good. You deserve to be happy.”


  That was it. I slapped him. “You idiot!” I whisper-yelled at him. “I hate him! I loved you! I wanted you; all I ever wanted was you!”


  His eyes welled up, but I couldn’t care. He’d hurt me enough, and now it was his turn.


  “I should go,” he said, and started heading to the door.


  “Wait. I didn’t pay you.”


  “America, you don’t have to pay me.” He went to leave again.


  “Aspen Leger, don’t you dare move!” My voice was fierce. And he stopped, finally paying attention to me.


  “That’ll be good practice for when you’re a One.” If it hadn’t been for his eyes, I would have thought it was a joke, not an insult.


  I just shook my head and went to my desk, pulling out all the money I’d earned by myself. I put every last bit of it in his hands.


  “America, I’m not taking this.”


  “The hell you aren’t. I don’t need it and you do. If you ever loved me at all, you’ll take it. Hasn’t your pride done enough for us?” I could feel a part of him shut down. He stopped fighting.


  “Fine.”


  “And here.” I dug behind my bed, pulled out my tiny jar of pennies, and poured them into his hand. One rebellious penny that must have been sticky stayed glued to the bottom. “Those were always yours. You should use them.”


  Now I didn’t have anything of his. And once he spent those pennies out of desperation, he wouldn’t have anything of mine. I felt the hurt coming up. My eyes got wet, and I breathed hard to keep the sobs back.


  “I’m sorry, Mer. Good luck.” He shoved the money and the pennies into his pockets and ran out.


  This wasn’t how I thought I’d cry. I was expecting huge, jarring sobs, not slow, tiny tears.


  I started to put the jar on a shelf, but I noticed that little penny again. I put my finger in the jar and got it unstuck. It rattled around in the glass all by itself. It was a hollow sound, and I could feel it echo in my chest. I knew, for better or for worse, I wasn’t really free of Aspen, not yet. Maybe not ever. I opened the backpack, put in my jar, and sealed it all away.


  May snuck into my room, and I took one of those stupid pills. I fell asleep holding her, finally feeling numb.


  CHAPTER 7


  THE NEXT MORNING, I DRESSED myself in the uniform of the Selected: black pants, white shirt, and my province flower—a lily—in my hair. My shoes I got to pick. I chose worn-out red flats. I figured I should make it clear from the start that I wasn’t princess material.


  We were set to leave for the square shortly. Each of the Selected was getting a send-off in her home province today, and I wasn’t looking forward to mine. All those people staring while I did nothing more than stand there. The whole thing already felt ridiculous, as I had to be driven the two short miles for security reasons.


  The day began uncomfortably. Kenna came with James to send me off, which was kind of her, considering she was pregnant and tired. Kota came by, too, though his presence added more tension than ease. As we walked from our house to the car we’d been provided, Kota was by far the slowest, letting the few photographers and well-wishers who were there get a good look at him. Dad just shook his head.


  May was my only solace. She held my hand and tried to inject some of her enthusiasm into me. We were still linked when I stepped into the crowded square. It seemed like everyone in the province of Carolina came out to see me off. Or just see what the big deal was.


  Standing on the raised stage, I could see the boundaries between the castes. Margareta Stines was a Three, and she and her parents were staring daggers at me. Tenile Digger was a Seven, and she was blowing kisses. The upper castes looked at me like I’d stolen something that was theirs. The Fours on down were cheering for me—an average girl who’d been elevated. I became aware of what I meant to everyone here, as if I represented something for all of them.


  I tried to focus in on those faces, holding my head high. I was determined to do this well. I would be the best of us, the Highest of the Lows. It gave me a sense of purpose. America Singer: the champion of the lower castes.


  The mayor spoke with a flourish.


  “And Carolina will be cheering on the beautiful daughter of Magda and Shalom Singer, the new Lady America Singer!”


  The crowd clapped and cheered. Some threw flowers.


  I took in the sound for a moment, smiling and waving, and then went back to surveying the crowd, but this time for a different purpose.


  I wanted to see his face one more time if I could. I didn’t know if he would come. He told me I looked beautiful yesterday but was even more distant and guarded than he had been in the tree house. It was over, and I knew that. But you don’t love someone for almost two years and then turn it off overnight.


  It took a few passes of the crowd before I found him. I immediately wished I hadn’t. Aspen was standing there with Brenna Butler in front of him, casually holding her around the waist and smiling.


  Maybe some people could turn it off overnight.


  Brenna was a Six and about my age. Pretty enough, I supposed, though she didn’t look a bit like me. I guessed she’d get the wedding and life he’d been saving for with me. And apparently the draft didn’t bother him so much anymore. She smiled at him and walked away to her family.


  Had he liked her all along? Was she the girl he saw every day and was I the girl who fed him and showered him with kisses once a week? It occurred to me that maybe all the time he omitted in our stolen conversations wasn’t simply long, boring hours of inventory.


  I was too angry to cry.


  Besides, I had admirers here who wanted my attention. So, without Aspen even knowing that I’d seen him, I went back to those adoring faces. I put my smile back on, bigger than ever, and started waving. Aspen would not have the satisfaction of breaking my heart anymore. He’d put me here, and I would just have to take advantage of it.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, please join me in sending off America Singer, our favorite Daughter of Illéa!” the mayor called. Behind me, a small band played the national anthem.


  More cheers, more flowers. Suddenly the mayor was at my ear.


  “Would you like to say something, dear?”


  I didn’t know how to say no without being rude. “Thank you, but I’m so overwhelmed, I don’t think I could.”


  He cupped my hands in his. “Of course, dear girl. Don’t you worry, I’ll take care of everything. They’ll train you for this kind of thing at the palace. You’ll need it.”


  The mayor then told the gathered crowd of my attributes, slyly mentioning that I was very intelligent and attractive for a Five. He didn’t seem too bad a guy, but sometimes even the nicer members of the upper castes were condescending.


  I caught Aspen’s face once more as my eyes swept the crowd. He looked pained. It was the polar opposite of the face he’d worn with Brenna a few minutes ago. Another game? I broke my gaze.


  The mayor finished speaking, and I smiled and everyone cheered, as if he’d just given the most inspiring speech known to man.


  And suddenly it was time to say good-bye. Mitsy, my aide, told me to say my farewells quietly and briefly, and then she’d escort me back to the car that would take me to the airport.


  Kota hugged me, telling me he was proud of me. Then, not so subtly, he told me to mention his art to Prince Maxon. I wiggled out of that embrace as gracefully as I could.


  Kenna was crying.


  “I barely see you as it is. What will I do when you’re gone?” she cried.


  “Don’t worry. I’ll be home soon enough.”


  “Yeah, right! You’re the most beautiful girl in Illéa. He’ll love you!”


  Why did everyone think it all came down to beauty? Maybe it did. Maybe Prince Maxon didn’t need a wife to speak to, just someone to look pretty. I actually shivered, considering that as my future. But there were many girls much more attractive than me going.


  Kenna was hard to hug over her pregnant belly, but we managed. James, who I really didn’t know that well, hugged me, too. Then it was Gerad.


  “Be a good boy, okay? Try the piano. I’ll bet you’re amazing. I expect to hear it all when I come home.”


  Gerad just nodded, abruptly sad. He threw his tiny arms around me.


  “I love you, America.”


  “I love you, too. Don’t be sad. I’ll be home soon.”


  He nodded again, but crossed his arms to pout. I’d had no idea he’d take my leaving this way. It was the exact opposite of May. She was bouncing on her toes, absolutely giddy.


  “Oh, America, you’re going to be the princess! I know it!”


  “Oh, hush! I’d rather be an Eight and stay with you any day. Just be good for me, and work hard.”


  She nodded and bounced some more, and then it was time for Dad, who was close to tears.


  “Daddy! Don’t cry.” I fell into his arms.


  “Listen to me, kitten. Win or lose, you’ll always be a princess to me.”


  “Oh, Daddy.” I finally started to cry. That was all it took to unleash the fear, the sadness, the worry, the nerves—the one sentence that meant none of it mattered.


  If I came back used and unwanted, he’d still be proud of me.


  It was too much to bear, to be loved that much. I’d be surrounded by scores of guards at the palace, but I couldn’t imagine a place safer than my father’s arms. I pulled away and turned to hug Mom.


  “Do whatever they tell you. Try to stop sulking and be happy. Behave. Smile. Keep us posted. Oh! I just knew you’d turn out to be special.”


  It was meant to be sweet, but it wasn’t what I needed to hear. I wished she could have said that I was already something special to her, like I was to my father. But I guessed she would never stop wanting more for me, more from me. Maybe that’s what mothers did.


  “Lady America, are you ready?” Mitsy asked. My face was away from the crowd, and I quickly wiped away my tears.


  “Yes. All ready.”


  My bag was waiting in the shiny white car. This was it. I started to walk to the edge of the stage to the stairs.


  “Mer!”


  I turned. I’d know that voice anywhere.


  “America!”


  I searched and found Aspen’s flailing arms. He was pushing the crowd aside, people protesting at his not-so-gentle shoves.


  Our eyes met.


  He stopped and stared. I couldn’t read his face. Worry? Regret? Whatever it was, it was too late. I shook my head. I was done with Aspen’s games.


  “This way, Lady America,” Mitsy instructed from the bottom of the stairs. I gave myself a quick second to absorb my new name.


  “Good-bye, sweetheart,” my mother called.


  And I was led away.


  CHAPTER 8


  I WAS THE FIRST ONE to the airport, and I was beyond terrified. The giddy excitement of the crowd had faded, and now I was faced with the horrific experience of flying. I would be traveling with three other Selected girls, and I tried to get control of my nerves. I really didn’t want to have a panic attack in front of them.


  I’d already memorized the names, faces, and castes of all the Selected. It started as a therapeutic exercise, something to calm me down. I did the same thing with memorizing scales and bits of trivia. Originally, I had been looking for friendly faces, girls I might want to spend time with while I was there. I’d never really had a friend. I’d spent most of my childhood playing with Kenna and Kota. Mom did all my schooling, and she was the only person I worked with. When the older siblings moved on, I dedicated myself to May and Gerad. And Aspen. . .


  But Aspen and I were never just friends. From the moment I became truly aware of him, I was in love with him.


  Now he was holding some other girl’s hand.


  Thank goodness I was alone. I couldn’t have handled the tears in front of the other girls. It ached. I ached. And there was nothing I could do.


  How in the hell did I get here? A month ago, I was sure of everything in my life, and now any little piece of familiarity was gone. New home, new caste, new life. All because of a stupid piece of paper and a picture. I wanted to sit and cry, to mourn for everything I’d lost.


  I wondered if any of the others girls were sad today. I imagined that everyone except for me was celebrating. And I at least needed to look like I was too, because everyone would be watching.


  I braced myself for all that was coming, and I made myself be brave. As for everything I was leaving behind, I decided I’d do just that: leave him behind. The palace would be my sanctuary. I’d never think or say his name again. He wasn’t allowed to come with me there—my own rule for this little adventure.


  No more.


  Good-bye, Aspen.


  About half an hour later, two girls in white shirts and black pants just like mine walked through the doors with their own aides hauling their bags. They were both smiling, confirming my thought that I was the only one of the Selected who might be depressed today.


  It was time to follow through on my promise. I put on a smile and stood to shake their hands.


  “Hi,” I said brightly. “I’m America.”


  “I know!” said the girl on the right. She was a blonde with brown eyes. I recognized her immediately as Marlee Tames of Kent. A Four. She didn’t bother with my extended hand; she moved in for an immediate hug.


  “Oh!” I exhaled. I hadn’t expected that. Though Marlee was one of the girls whose faces seemed genuine and friendly, Mom had been telling me for the last week to look at these girls as enemies, and her offensive thinking had leaked into my own. So here I was expecting at the very best a cordial welcome from the girls who were prepared to fight me to the death for someone I didn’t want. Instead I was embraced.


  “I’m Marlee and this is Ashley.” Yes, Ashley Brouillette of Allens, Three. She had blond hair, too, but much lighter than Marlee’s. And her eyes were very blue, which looked delicate in her peaceful face. She seemed fragile next to Marlee.


  They were both from the North; I guessed that was why they came together. Ashley gave a neat little wave and smiled, but that was it. I wasn’t sure if she was shy or if she was already trying to figure us out. Maybe it was that she was a Three by birth and knew to behave better.


  “I love your hair!” Marlee gushed. “I wish I’d been born with red hair. It makes you look so alive. I hear that people with red hair have bad tempers. Is that true?”


  Despite my rotten day, Marlee’s manner was so vivacious that my smile grew wider. “I don’t think so. I mean, I can have a bad temper at times, but my sister is a redhead, and she’s as sweet as can be.”


  With that we settled into an easy conversation about what got us mad and what always fixed our moods. Marlee liked movies, and so did I, though I rarely got to see them. We talked about actors who were unbearably attractive, which seemed strange since we were off to be Maxon’s pack of girlfriends. Ashley giggled every once in a while but never more than that. If she was asked a direct question, she’d give a brief answer and go back to her guarded smile.


  Marlee and I got along easily, and it gave me hope that maybe I’d come out of this with a friend to show for it. Though we talked for probably half an hour, the time flew by. We wouldn’t have stopped talking except for the distinct sound of high heels clicking across the floor. Our heads all turned in unison, and I heard Marlee’s mouth open with a pop.


  There, walking toward us, was a brunette with sunglasses on. She had a daisy in her hair, but it had been dyed red to match her lipstick. Her hips swayed as she walked, and each fall of her three-inch heels accentuated her confident stride. Unlike Marlee and Ashley, she didn’t smile.


  But it wasn’t because she was unhappy. No, she was focused. Her entrance was meant to inspire intimidation. And it worked on ladylike Ashley, who I heard breathe an “Oh, no” as the new girl walked closer.


  This person, who I recognized as Celeste Newsome of Clermont, Two, didn’t bother me. She assumed we were fighting for the same thing. But you can’t be pushed if it’s something you don’t want.


  Celeste finally reached us, and Marlee squeaked out a hello, trying to be friendly even in the midst of intimidation. Celeste merely looked her over and sighed.


  “When do we leave?” she asked.


  “We don’t know,” I answered without a hint of fear. “You’ve been holding up the show.”


  She didn’t like that at all, and I got a once-over from her. She wasn’t impressed.


  “Sorry, quite a few people wanted to see me off. I couldn’t help it.” She smiled wide, as if it was obvious she was meant to be worshipped.


  And I was about to surround myself with girls like this. Great.


  As if on cue, a man appeared through the door to our left.


  “I hear all four of our Selected girls are here?”


  “We sure are,” Celeste replied sweetly. The man sort of melted a little, you could see it in his eyes. Ah. So this was her game.


  The captain paused a moment and then snapped to. “Well. Ladies, if you’ll just follow me, we’ll get you on the plane and off to your new home.”


  The flight, which was really only terrifying during the takeoff and landing, lasted a few short hours. We were offered movies and food, but all I wanted to do was look out the window. I watched the country from above, amazed at just how big it all was.


  Celeste chose to sleep through the flight, which was a small mercy. Ashley had a foldout desk set up and was already writing letters about her adventure. That was smart of her to pack paper. I bet May would love to hear about this part of the journey, even though it didn’t include the prince.


  “She’s so elegant,” Marlee whispered to me, tilting her head toward Ashley. We were sitting across from each other in plush seats in the very front of the small plane. “From the moment we met, she’s been nothing but proper. She’s going to be tough competition,” she said with a sigh.


  “You can’t think about it that way,” I answered. “Yes, you’re trying to make it to the end, but not by beating someone else. You’ve just got to be you. Who knows? Maybe Maxon would prefer someone more relaxed.”


  Marlee thought that over. “I guess that’s a good point. It’s hard to not like her. She’s awfully kind. And so beautiful.” I nodded in agreement. Marlee’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Celeste, on the other hand. . .”


  I widened my eyes and shook my head. “I know. It’s only been an hour, and I’m already looking forward to her going home.”


  Marlee covered her mouth to hide a laugh. “I don’t want to talk badly about anyone, but she’s so aggressive. And Maxon’s not even around yet. I’m a little nervous about her.”


  “Don’t be,” I assured her. “Girls like that? They’ll take themselves out of the competition.”


  Marlee sighed. “I hope so. Sometimes I wish. . .”


  “What?”


  “Well, sometimes I wish that the Twos had an idea about what it felt like to be treated the way they treat us.”


  I nodded. I’d never really thought of myself being on the same level as a Four, but I guess we were in a similar place. If you weren’t a Two or Three, it was just varying shades of bad.


  “Thanks for talking to me,” she said. “I was worried that everyone would just be out for themselves, but you and Ashley have been really nice. Maybe this will be fun.” Her voice lifted with hope.


  I wasn’t so sure, but I smiled back. I had no reason to shun Marlee or be rude to Ashley. The other girls might not be so laid-back.


  When we landed, the air was silent as we walked the distance from the plane to the terminal with guards at our side. But once the doors were opened, we were met with ear-shattering screams.


  The terminal was full of people jumping and cheering. A path had been cleared for us with a golden carpet lined with coordinating rope barriers. At regular intervals along this channel were guards, looking around anxiously and poised to strike at the first hint of danger. Surely there were more important things they should be doing?


  Luckily, Celeste was in front, and she started waving. I knew immediately that that was the right response, not the cowering I had been considering. And since the cameras were there to catch our every move, I was doubly glad I hadn’t been leading the pack.


  The crowd was wild with joy. These would be the people we lived the closest to, and they were all looking forward to catching the first glimpses of the girls coming to town. One of us would be their queen someday.


  I turned my head a dozen times in a matter of seconds as people called my name from all over the packed terminal. There were signs with my name on them, too. I was amazed. Already there were people here—people not in my caste or from my province—who hoped it would be me. I felt a little roll of guilt in my stomach that I would let them all down.


  I dropped my head for a moment and saw a little girl pressed up against the railing. She couldn’t have been more than twelve years old. In her hands was a sign that said RED-HEADS RULE! with a little crown painted in the corner and tiny stars everywhere. I knew I was the only redhead in the competition, and I noticed that her hair and mine were very nearly the same shade.


  The girl wanted an autograph. Beside her, someone wanted a photograph, and beside him someone wanted to shake my hand. So I went practically down the entire line, turning around once or twice to talk to people on the other side of the carpet, too.


  I was the last one to leave, making the other girls wait at least twenty minutes for me. Quite honestly, I probably wouldn’t have left as soon as I did except the next plane of Selected girls was coming in, and it seemed rude to overlap their time.


  Getting into the car, I saw Celeste roll her eyes, but I didn’t care. I was still sort of in awe of how I’d adjusted so quickly to something that had frightened me only moments before. I had made it through my good-byes, meeting the first girls, my flight, and interacting with our mob of fans. All without doing anything embarrassing.


  I thought about the cameras following me in the terminal and pictured my family watching my entrance on TV. I hoped they’d be proud.


  CHAPTER 9


  EVEN AFTER THE SUBSTANTIAL GREETING party at the airport, the roads leading up to the palace were lined with masses of people calling out their well-wishes. The sad thing was that we weren’t allowed to roll down the windows to acknowledge them. The guard in the front said to think of ourselves as extensions of the royal family. Many adored us, but there were people out there who wouldn’t be above hurting us to hurt the prince. Or the monarchy itself.


  I was stuck next to Celeste in the car—a special one that had two rows of seats facing each other in the back and darkened windows—with Ashley and Marlee sitting together in front of us. Marlee beamed as she stared out the windows, and it was obvious why. Her name was on several of the signs. It would be impossible to count how many admirers she had.


  Ashley’s name was sprinkled in there, too, almost as much as Celeste’s, and far more than mine. Ashley, ever the lady, took not being a runaway favorite in stride. Celeste, I could see, was irritated.


  “What do you think she did?” Celeste whispered in my ear, as Marlee and Ashley spoke to each other of home.


  “What do you mean?” I whispered back.


  “To be so popular. You think she bribed someone?” Her cold eyes focused in on Marlee as if she was weighing her worth in her head.


  “She’s a Four,” I said doubtfully. “She wouldn’t have the means to bribe someone.”


  Celeste sucked her teeth. “Please. A girl has more than one way she can pay for what she wants,” she said, and pulled away to look out the window.


  It took me a moment to understand what she was suggesting, and it didn’t sit well with me. Not because it was obvious that someone as innocent as Marlee would never think about sleeping with someone to get ahead—or even consider breaking a law—but because it was becoming clear that life at the palace might be more vicious than I had imagined.


  I didn’t have a very good view coming up to the palace, but I noticed the walls. They were a pale yellow stucco and very, very high. Guards were placed on top at either side of the wide gate that swung open as we approached. Inside we were greeted with a long gravel drive that circled a fountain and led to the front doors, where officials waited to welcome us.


  With barely more than a hello, two women took me by the arms and ushered me inside.


  “So sorry to rush, miss, but your group is running late,” one said.


  “Oh, I’m afraid that’s my fault. I got a little too chatty at the airport.”


  “Talking to the crowds?” the other asked in surprise.


  They exchanged a look I didn’t understand before they started calling out locations as we passed.


  The dining room was to the right, they told me, and the Great Room was to the left. I caught a glimpse of sprawling gardens out the glass doors and wished I could stop. Before I could even process where we were going, they pulled me into a huge room full of bustling people.


  A swarm parted, and I saw rows of mirrors with people working on girls’ hair and painting their nails. Clothes hung on racks, and people were shouting things like “I found the dye!” and “That makes her look pudgy.”


  “Here they are!” I saw a woman coming up to us, clearly the person in charge. “I’m Silvia. We spoke on the phone,” she said as a means of introduction, then immediately went to work. “First things first. We need ‘before’ pictures. Come over here,” she commanded, pointing us to a chair in the corner in front of a backdrop. “Don’t mind the cameras, ladies. We’ll be doing a special on your makeovers, since every girl in Illéa’s going to want to look like you by the time we’re done today.”


  Sure enough, teams of people with cameras were wandering around the room, zooming in on girls’ shoes, and interviewing them. Once the pictures were done, Silvia began shouting orders. “Take Lady Celeste to station four, Lady Ashley to five . . . and it looks like they just finished up at ten. Take Lady Marlee there, and Lady America to six.”


  “So here’s the thing,” a short, dark-haired man said, pulling me over to a seat with a six on the back. “We need to talk about your image.” He was all business.


  “My image?” Wasn’t I just me? Wasn’t that what got me here?


  “How do we want to make you look? With that red hair, we can make you quite the temptress, but if you want to play that kind of thing down, we can work that out, too,” he said matter-of-factly.


  “I’m not changing everything about me to cater to some guy I don’t even know.” Or like, I added in my head.


  “Oh, my. Do we have an individual here?” he sang, as if I were a child.


  “Aren’t we all?”


  The man smiled at me. “Fine, then. We won’t change your image, we’ll just enhance it. I need to polish you up a bit, but your aversion to all things fake might just be your greatest asset here. Hold on to that, honey.” He patted me on the back and walked away, sending a group of women swarming my way.


  I didn’t realize that when he said “polish,” he meant it literally. I had women scrub my body because I apparently couldn’t be trusted to do a good enough job on my own. Then every exposed bit of skin was covered with lotions and oils that left me smelling like vanilla, which according to the girl who applied them was one of Maxon’s favorite smells.


  After they were done making me smooth and supple, attention was turned to my nails. They were trimmed and buffed and the tough little pieces of skin around them were miraculously smoothed away. I told them I’d prefer not to have my nails painted, but they looked so disappointed that I told them they could do my toes. The one girl picked a nice neutral shade, so it wasn’t too bad.


  The team of people who worked on my nails left me for another girl, and I sat quietly in my chair, waiting for the next round of beautification. A camera crew came past, zooming in on my hands.


  “Don’t move,” a woman ordered. She squinted at my hand. “Do you even have anything on your nails?”


  “No.”


  She sighed, got her shot, and moved on.


  I heaved a heavy sigh myself. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a jerking motion just to my right. I looked and saw a girl staring into nowhere while her leg bounced up and down under a large cape they’d draped over her.


  “You okay?” I asked.


  My voice shocked her out of her trance. She sighed. “They want to dye my hair blond. They said it would look better with my skin tone. I’m just nervous, I guess.”


  She gave me a tight smile, and I returned it. “You’re Sosie, right?”


  “Yeah.” She smiled in earnest then. “And you’re America?” I nodded. “I heard you came in with that Celeste girl. She’s terrible!”


  I rolled my eyes. Since we’d arrived, every few minutes the entire room could hear Celeste yelling at some poor maid to bring her something or to get out of her way.


  “You have no idea,” I muttered, and we both giggled. “Listen, I think your hair’s very pretty.” It was, too. Not too dark, not too light, and very full.


  “Thanks.”


  “If you don’t want to change it, you shouldn’t have to.”


  Sosie smiled, but I could tell she wasn’t completely sure if I was trying to be friendly or hold her back. Before she could say anything, teams of people came to work on us, directing one another so loudly there was no way for us to finish talking.


  My hair was washed, conditioned, hydrated, and smoothed. It was long and all one length when I came in—my mom usually cut it, and that was the best she could do—but by the time they were done, it was several inches shorter and had layers. I liked those; they made my hair catch the light in interesting ways. Some girls got things called highlights, and others, like Sosie, had the color changed completely. But my attendants and I all agreed that mine should go untouched in that department.


  A very pretty-looking girl did my makeup. I instructed her to go light, and it was nice. Lots of the other girls looked a little older or younger or just nicer after the makeup. I still looked like me when I was done. Of course, so did Celeste, since she insisted upon piling it on.


  I’d gone through most of this process in a robe, and once they were done fixing me up, I was led over to the racks of clothes. My name was hanging above a bar holding a week’s worth of dresses. I guessed princesses-in-training didn’t wear pants.


  The one I ended up in was a cream color. It fell off my shoulders, fit snugly at my waist, and hit just at my knees. The girl helping me into it called it a day dress. She told me that my evening dresses were already in my room, and the rest of these would go up there as well. Then she placed a silver pin near the top of my dress. My name glittered across it. Finally she put me into shoes she called kitten heels and sent me back to the corner so I could take my “after” shot. From there I was ordered to one of four little stations lined up against the wall. Each had a chair with a backdrop and a camera sitting in front of it.


  I sat down as instructed and waited. A woman came up with a clipboard of information in her hand and asked me to be patient while she found my papers.


  “What’s this for?” I asked.


  “The makeover special. We’ll be airing one about your arrivals tonight, the makeovers are on Wednesday, and then Friday you’ll do your first Report. People have seen your pictures and know a little bit about what was on your applications,” she said as she located her papers and placed them on the top of her clipboard. Then she laced her fingers together and continued. “But we want to make them really pull for you. And that won’t happen unless they can get to know you. So we’ll just do a little interview here, and you do your best on the Reports, and then don’t be shy when you see us around the palace. We aren’t here every day, but we’ll be around.”


  “Okay,” I said meekly. I really didn’t want to talk to camera crews. It all felt so intrusive.


  “So, America Singer, yes?” she asked just seconds after a red light lit up on the top of the camera.


  “Yes.” I tried to push the nerves out of my voice.


  “I have to be honest, you don’t look like you changed too much to me. Can you tell us what happened in your makeover today?”


  I thought. “They put layers in my hair. I like that.” I ran my fingers through the red strands, feeling how soft my hair was after professional care. “And they covered me in vanilla lotion. I kind of smell like dessert,” I said, sniffing my arm.


  She laughed. “It is lovely. And that dress really suits you.”


  “Thanks,” I said, looking down at my new clothes. “I don’t typically wear a lot of dresses, so this is going to take a little getting used to.”


  “That’s right,” my interviewer said. “You’re one of only three Fives in the Selection. How has this experience been so far?”


  I searched my head for something that would describe how everything had felt today. From my disappointment in the square to the sensation of flying to the comfort of Marlee.


  “Surprising,” I said.


  “I imagine there will be more surprising days to come,” she commented.


  “I hope they’re at least a little calmer than today,” I said with a sigh.


  “How do you feel about your competition so far?”


  I swallowed. “The girls are all really nice.” With one glaring exception.


  “Mm-hmm,” she said, seeing through my answer. “So how do you feel about the way your makeover turned out? Worried about anyone else’s look?”


  I considered that. To say no sounded snotty, to say yes sounded needy. “I think the staff has done a great job bringing out each girl’s individual beauty.”


  She smiled and said, “All right, I think that’ll be enough.”


  “That’s all?”


  “We have to fit thirty-five of you into an hour and a half, so that will be plenty.”


  “Okay.” That wasn’t so bad.


  “Thank you for your time. You can head over to that couch over there, and you’ll be taken care of.”


  I stood and went to sit on the large circular couch in the corner. Two girls I had yet to meet were sitting there, talking quietly. I looked around the room and saw someone announcing that the last batch was heading in. A new flurry began around the stations. I was focused on it and almost didn’t notice Marlee sit down beside me.


  “Marlee! Look at your hair!”


  “I know. They put extensions in it. Do you think Maxon will like it?” She looked genuinely worried.


  “Of course! What guy doesn’t like a gorgeous blonde?” I said with a playful smile.


  “America, you’re so nice. All those people at the airport loved you.”


  “Oh, I was just being friendly. You met people, too,” I countered.


  “Yeah, but not half as many as you.”


  I lowered my head, a little embarrassed for being complimented over something that seemed so obvious. When I looked up, I turned to the other two girls sitting with us. Emmica Brass and Samantha Lowell and I hadn’t been introduced, but I knew who they were. I did a double take. They were looking at me funny. Before I had time to guess why, Silvia, the woman from earlier, approached us.


  “All right, girls, are we all ready?” She checked her watch and looked at us expectantly. “I’m going to give you a quick tour and take you to your assigned rooms.”


  Marlee clapped her hands, and the four of us rose to leave. Silvia told us the space we were currently using to get pampered was the Women’s Room. Usually the queen, her maids, and the handful of other female family members entertained themselves there.


  “Get used to that room—you’ll be spending a lot of time there. Now, on your way in you passed the Great Room, which is generally used for parties and banquets. If there were too many more of you ladies here, that’s where you’d be taking your meals. But the regular dining room is large enough to meet your needs. Let’s take a quick step in there.”


  We were shown where the royal family ate, at a table alone. We would be seated at long tables to either side, so the setup looked like a very stiff U. Our places were currently assigned, set with elegant place markers. I would be sitting next to Ashley and Tiny Lee, who I’d seen go through the Women’s Room earlier, and across from Kriss Ambers.


  We left the dining hall and continued on down a set of stairs and saw the room used to broadcast the Illéa Capital Report. Back upstairs our guide pointed down a hall where the king and Maxon spent most of their time working. That area was off-limits to us.


  “Another thing that is off-limits: the third floor. The royal family has their private rooms up there, and any sort of intrusion will not be tolerated. Your rooms are all located on the second floor. You will inhabit a large portion of the guest rooms. Not to worry, though; we still have room for any visitors coming through.


  “These doors here go out to the back garden. Hello, Hector, Markson.” The two guards at the doors gave her a quick nod. It took me a moment to recognize that the large archway to our right was the side door to the Great Room, meaning the Women’s Room was just around the corner. I was proud of myself for figuring that out. The palace was kind of like an opulent maze.


  “You are not to go outside under any circumstances,” Silvia continued. “During the day, there will be times when you can go into the garden, but not without permission. This is merely a safety restriction. Try as we may, rebels have gotten within the grounds before.”


  A chill went down my body.


  We rounded a corner and walked up the massive stairs to the second floor. The carpets felt so lush under my shoes, like I was sinking an inch every time I took a step. High windows let in light, and it smelled like flowers and sunshine. Large paintings hung on the walls, depicting the kings of the past and a few renderings of old American and Canadian leaders. At least, that’s what I guessed they were. They didn’t wear any crowns.


  “Your things are already in your rooms. If the decor is unsuitable, just tell your maids. You each have three, and they are already in your rooms, too. They will help with any unpacking you might have and will help you get dressed for dinner.


  “Before dinner tonight, you will meet in the Women’s Room for a special screening of the Illéa Capital Report. Next week, you’ll all be on the show yourselves! Tonight you’ll get to see some of the footage they’ve taken of you leaving your homes and arriving here. It promises to be very special. You should know that Prince Maxon hasn’t seen anything yet today. He’ll see what all of Illéa will see tonight, and then you will officially meet him tomorrow.


  “You girls will all be having dinner as a group, so you will be able to meet one another, and then, tomorrow, the games begin!”


  I gulped. Too many rules, too much structure, too many people. I just wanted to be alone with a violin.


  We moved across the second floor, dropping off Selected girls at their rooms. Mine was tucked around a corner in a little hallway with Bariel, Tiny, and Jenna. I was glad it wasn’t quite in the middle of things, like Marlee’s room was. Maybe I’d have a little privacy like this.


  Once Silvia left, I opened my door to the excited gasps of three women. One was sewing in a corner, and the others were cleaning an already perfect room. They scurried over and introduced themselves as Lucy, Anne, and Mary, but I forgot which was which almost immediately. It took quite a bit of convincing to get them to leave. I didn’t want to be rude since they were so eager to serve, but I needed time alone.


  “I just need a little nap. I’m sure you’ve had a long day, too, getting ready and all. The best thing you could do is let me rest, get some rest yourselves, and please come wake me up when it’s time to go downstairs.”


  There was a flurry of thanks and bows, which I tried to discourage, and then I was alone. It didn’t help. I tried to stretch out on my bed, but every part of my body pulled tight, refusing to let me get comfortable in a place that was so obviously not meant for me.


  There was a violin in the corner, as well as a guitar and a gorgeous piano, but I couldn’t bring myself to bother with them. My backpack was securely fastened, waiting at the foot of my bed, but that felt like too much work, too. I knew they’d set special things for me in my closet and drawers and bathroom, but I didn’t feel like exploring.


  I just lay there, still. It felt like only a few moments before my maids quietly tapped on my door. I let them in and, as strange as it was, let them dress me. They were just so excited to be helpful, I couldn’t ask them to leave again.


  They pulled parts of my hair back with delicate pins and freshened my makeup. The dress—which, along with the rest of my wardrobe, had been created by their hands—was deep green and floor length. Without those tiny heels again I’d stumble all over it. Silvia knocked on my door promptly at six to take me and my three neighbors down the hall. We waited in the foyer by the stairway for everyone to come and then marched down to the Women’s Room. Marlee spotted me, and we walked together.


  The sound of thirty-five pairs of heels on the marble stairs was the music of some elegant stampede. There were a few murmurs, but most girls were silent. I noticed as we passed the dining room that the doors were closed. Was the royal family in there now? Perhaps taking in one last meal as the three of them?


  It seemed strange that we were their guests but hadn’t met a single one of them yet.


  The Women’s Room had changed since we left. The mirrors and racks were all gone, and tables and chairs dotted the floor along with some very comfortable-looking couches. Marlee looked at me and inclined her head toward one of the couches, and we sat there together.


  Once we were all settled the TV was turned on, and we watched the Report. There were the same announcements as ever—budget updates for projects, progress of the war, and another rebel attack in the East—and then the last half hour was Gavril making commentary over footage of our day.


  “Here Miss Celeste Newsome says good-bye to her many admirers in Clermont. It took this lovely young lady more than an hour to break away from her fans.”


  I saw Celeste smile smugly as she watched herself onscreen. She was sitting next to Bariel Pratt, who had hair straight as a bone and so pale blond it looked white as it fell to her waist. There was no mild way to put it: Her breasts were huge. They crept out of her strapless dress, tempting anyone to try and ignore them.


  Bariel was beautiful, but in a typical way. It was similar to Celeste’s style. I wasn’t sure exactly how, but the image of them side by side prompted the thought, Keep your enemies closer. I think they’d singled each other out right away as the other’s strongest competition.


  “The others from the Mideast were just as popular. Ashley Brouillette’s quiet, refined demeanor sets her apart immediately as a lady. As she carries herself through the crowd, she wears a humble, beautiful expression not too different from the face of the queen herself.”


  “And Marlee Tames of Kent was all bubbles as she departed today, singing the national anthem with her send-off band.” Pictures of Marlee smiling and embracing people from her home province flashed across the screen. “She’s an immediate favorite of several people we interviewed today.”


  Marlee reached over and squeezed my hand. That settled it; I was pulling for Marlee.


  “Also traveling with Miss Tames was America Singer, one of only three Fives who made it into the Selection.” They made me look better than I felt in the moment. All I remembered was searching the crowds, sad. But the footage they chose of me searching made me appear mature and caring. The image of me hugging my father was touching, beautiful.


  Still, it was nothing compared to the images of me in the airport. “But we know castes mean nothing in the Selection, and it seems Lady America is not to be overlooked. Upon landing in Angeles, Lady Singer was the crowd darling at the airport, stopping to take pictures, sign autographs, and simply speak to anyone there. Miss America Singer is not afraid to get her hands dirty, a quality that many believe our next princess needs.”


  Nearly everyone turned to look at me. I could see it in their eyes, the same look I’d gotten from Emmica and Samantha. Suddenly those stares made sense. My intentions didn’t matter. They didn’t know I didn’t want this. In their eyes, I was a threat. And I could see they wanted me gone.


  CHAPTER 10


  I KEPT MY HEAD DOWN at dinner. In the Women’s Room I could be brave because Marlee was beside me, and she just thought I was nice. But here, sandwiched between people whose hate I could feel radiating off in waves, I was a coward. I looked up from my plate once to see Kriss Ambers twirling her fork menacingly. And Ashley, who was so ladylike, had her lips pouted and didn’t speak to me. I just wanted to escape to my room.


  I didn’t understand why it was all so important. So the people seemed to like me, so what? They were outranked in here; their little signs and cheers didn’t matter.


  After everything was said and done, I didn’t know whether to feel honored or annoyed.


  I focused my energies on the food. The last time I’d had steak was for Christmas a few years ago. I knew Mom did her best, but it was nothing like this. So juicy, so tender, so flavorful. I wanted to ask someone else if this wasn’t the best steak they’d ever had. If Marlee had been nearby, I would have. I took a tentative peek around the room. Marlee was chattering quietly with the people around her.


  How did she manage to do that? Hadn’t that same clip declared her one of the immediate favorites? How did she get people to talk to her?


  Dessert was an assortment of fruits in vanilla ice cream. It was like I’d never eaten before. If this was food, what had I been putting in my mouth up to this point? I thought of May and her equal love for all things sweet. She would have loved this. I bet she would have excelled here.


  We weren’t allowed to leave dinner until everyone had finished, and after that we were under strict orders to go straight to bed.


  “You’ll be meeting Prince Maxon in the morning, and you’ll want to look your best,” Silvia instructed. “He is someone in this room’s future husband, after all.”


  A few girls sighed at the thought.


  The click and clack of shoes up the stairs was quieter this time around. I couldn’t wait to get out of mine. Out of the dress, too. I had one set of clothes from home in my backpack and was debating putting them on just to feel like myself for a moment.


  We dispersed at the top of the stairs, each girl heading off to her own room. Marlee pulled me aside.


  “Are you okay?” she asked.


  “Yes. It’s just that some of the girls were looking at me funny during dinner.” I tried not to come across as whiny.


  “They’re just a little nervous because everyone liked you so much,” she said, waving off their behavior.


  “But the people liked you, too. I saw the signs. Why weren’t the girls being mean to you?”


  “You haven’t spent a whole lot of time with groups of girls, have you?” She was smiling slyly, like I should know what was happening.


  “No. Just my sisters mostly,” I confessed.


  “Homeschooled?”


  “Yes.”


  “Well, I get tutored with a bunch of other Fours back home, all girls, and they each have their ways of getting under other people’s skin. See, it’s all about knowing the person, figuring out what will bug them the most. Lots of girls give me backhanded compliments, or little remarks, things like that. I know I come across as bubbly, but I’m shy underneath that, and they think they can wear me down with words.”


  I scrunched my forehead. They did that on purpose?


  “For you, someone kind of quiet and mysterious—”


  “I’m not mysterious,” I interrupted.


  “You are a little. And sometimes people don’t know whether to interpret silence as confidence or fear. They’re looking at you like you’re a bug so maybe you’ll feel like you are one.”


  “Huh.” That kind of made sense. I wondered what I was doing, if I was picking away at others’ insecurities somehow. “What do you do? When you want to get the best of them, I mean?”


  She smiled. “I ignore it. I know one girl at home who gets so irritated when she can’t bother you, she just ends up sulking. So don’t worry,” she said. “All you have to do is not let them know they’re getting to you.”


  “They’re not.”


  “I almost believe you . . . but not quite.” She laughed a little, a warm sound that evaporated in the quiet hallway. “Can you believe we meet him in the morning?” she asked, moving on to more important things in her eyes.


  “No, actually, I can’t.” Maxon seemed like a ghost haunting the palace—implied but never really there.


  “Well, good luck tomorrow.” And I could tell she meant it.


  “Better luck to you, Marlee. I’m sure Prince Maxon will be more than pleased to meet you.” I squeezed her hand one time.


  She smiled in a way that was both excited and timid and walked off to her room.


  When I got to mine, Bariel’s door was still open, and I heard her muttering something to a maid. She caught sight of me and slammed the door in my face.


  Thanks for that.


  My maids were there, of course, waiting to help me wash and undress. My nightgown, a flimsy little green thing, had been laid out for me on the bed. Kindly, none of them had touched my bag.


  They were efficient but purposeful. They obviously had this end-of-the-day routine down, but they didn’t rush through it. I suppose the effect was meant to be soothing, but I was ready to have them gone. I couldn’t speed them up as they washed my hands and unlaced my dress and pinned my silver name tag to my silken nightgown. And as they did all these things that made me incredibly self-conscious, they asked questions. I tried to answer them without being rude.


  Yes, I’d finally seen all the other girls. No, they weren’t very talkative. Yes, dinner was fantastic. No, I wouldn’t meet the prince until tomorrow. Yes, I was very tired.


  “And it would really help me wind down if I could have some time alone,” I added to the end of that last answer, hoping they would take the hint.


  They looked disappointed. I tried to recover.


  “You’re all very helpful. I’m just used to spending time alone. And I’ve been swarmed with people today.”


  “But Lady Singer, we’re supposed to help you. It’s our job,” the head girl said. I’d figured out that she was Anne. Anne seemed to be on top of things, Mary was easygoing, and Lucy I guessed was just shy.


  “I really do appreciate you all, and I’ll definitely want your help getting started tomorrow. But tonight, I just need to unwind. If you want to be helpful, some time to myself would be good for me. And if you’re all rested, I’m sure it will make things better in the morning, right?”


  They looked at one another. “Well, I suppose so,” Anne acquiesced.


  “One of us is supposed to stay here while you sleep. In case you need something.” Lucy looked nervous, like she was afraid of whatever decision I would make. She seemed to have little tremors now and then, which I guessed was her shyness coming to the surface.


  “If I need anything, I’ll ring the bell. It’ll be fine. Besides, I won’t be able to rest knowing someone’s watching me.”


  They looked at one another again, still a little skeptical. I knew one way to stop this, but I hated using it.


  “You’re supposed to obey my every command, right?”


  They nodded hopefully.


  “Then I command you all to go to bed. And come help me in the morning. Please.”


  Anne smiled. I could tell she was starting to get me.


  “Yes, Lady Singer. We’ll see you in the morning.” They curtsied and quietly left the room. Anne gave me one last look. I supposed I wasn’t quite what she had been expecting. She didn’t seem too upset about it, though.


  Once they were gone, I stepped out of my fancy slippers and stretched my toes on the floor. It felt good, natural, to be barefoot. I went to unpack my things, which was quick. I kept my change of clothes tucked in the bag and stored it in my massive closet. I surveyed the dresses as I did so. There were only a few. Enough to get me through a week or so. I assumed this was the same for everyone. Why make a dozen dresses for a girl who might leave the next day?


  I took the few photos I had of my family and stuck them in the edge of my mirror. It stretched so high and wide, I could look at the pictures without having anything interrupt my view of myself. I had a small box of personal trinkets—earrings and ribbons and headbands I loved. They’d probably look incredibly plain here, but they were all so personal that I’d had to have them with me. The few books I’d brought found their way to the helpful shelf near the doors that opened to my balcony.


  I peeked out the entry to the balcony and saw the garden. There was a maze of paths with fountains and benches. Flowers blossomed everywhere, and each hedge was perfectly trimmed. Past this obviously manicured piece of land was a short, open field and then a massive forest. It stretched back so far that I couldn’t tell if it was entirely closed in by palace walls. I wondered for a moment why it existed and then debated the last article from home that I held in my hand.


  My tiny jar with its rattling penny. I rolled it in my hands a few times, listening to the penny skate around the edges of the glass. Why had I even brought this? To remind myself of something I couldn’t have?


  That tiny thought—that this love I had been building in a quiet, secret place for years was really beyond my reach now—made my eyes well up. On top of all the tension and excitement of the day, it was just too much. I didn’t know where the jar’s permanent place here would be, but for the moment I set it on the table by my bed.


  I dimmed the lights, crawled up on top of the luxurious blankets, and stared at my jar. I let myself be sad. I let myself think of him.


  How had I lost so much in such a short period of time? It would seem like leaving your family, living in some foreign place, and being separated from the person you love should be events that take years to roll into place, not just a day.


  I wondered what exactly he had wanted to tell me before I left. The only thing I could deduce was that he didn’t feel comfortable saying it out loud. Was it about her?


  I stared at the jar.


  Maybe he was trying to say he was sorry? I had given him a sound scolding last night. So perhaps that was it.


  That he’d moved on? Well, I could see that pretty clearly myself, thank you very much.


  That he hadn’t moved on? That he still loved me?


  I shut the thought down. I couldn’t let that hope build in me. I needed to hate him right now. That anger would keep me going. Staying as far away from him as I could for as long as possible was half my reason for being here.


  But the hope ached. And with the hope came homesickness, wishing May was sneaking into my bed like she sometimes did. And then fear that the other girls wanted me gone, that they might keep trying to make me feel small. And then nervousness at being presented to the nation on television for as long as I was here. And terror that people might try to kill me just to make a political statement. It all came at me too fast for my dizzy head to compute after such a long day.


  My vision got blurry. I didn’t even register that I’d started crying. I couldn’t breathe. I was shaking. I jumped up and ran to the balcony. I was so panicked, it took me a moment to open the latch, but I did. I thought the fresh air would be enough, but it wasn’t. My breaths were still shallow and cold.


  There was no freedom in this. The bars of my balcony caged me in. And I could still see the walls around the palace, high with guards atop the points. I needed to be outside the palace, and no one was going to let that happen. Desperation made me feel even weaker. I looked at the forest. I’d bet I couldn’t see anything but greenery from there.


  I turned and bolted. I was a little unsteady with the tears in my eyes, but I managed to get out the door. I ran down the one hallway I knew, not seeing the art or the drapery or golden trim. I barely noticed the guards. I didn’t know my way around the palace, but I knew if I got down the stairs and turned the right way, I’d see the massive glass doors that led to the garden. I just needed the doors.


  I ran down the grand stairwell, my bare feet making slapping sounds on the marble. There were a few more guards along the way, but no one stopped me. That is, until I actually found the place I was looking for.


  Just like earlier, two men were stationed at either side of the doors, and when I tried to run for them, one of them stepped in my way, the spear-like staff in his hand barring me from the exit.


  “Excuse me, miss, you need to go back to your room,” he said with authority. Even though he wasn’t speaking loudly, his voice seemed thunderous in the still of the elegant hallway.


  “No . . . no. I need . . . outside.” The words were tangled; I couldn’t breathe right.


  “Miss, you need to get back to your room now.” The second guard was taking steps toward me.


  “Please.” I started gasping. I thought I might faint.


  “I’m sorry. . . Lady America, is it?” He found my pin. “You need to go back to your room.”


  “I . . . I can’t breathe,” I stammered, falling into the guard’s arms as he moved close enough to push me away. His staff fell to the ground. I feebly clawed at him, feeling woozy with the effort.


  “Let her go!” This was a new voice, young but full of authority. My head half turned, half fell in its direction. There was Prince Maxon. He looked a little odd, thanks to the angle my head was hanging at, but I recognized the hair and the stiff way he stood.


  “She collapsed, Your Majesty. She wanted to go outside.” The first guard looked nervous as he explained. He would be in terrible danger if he damaged me. I was the property of Illéa now.


  “Open the doors.”


  “But—Your Majesty—”


  “Open the doors and let her go. Now!”


  “Right away, Your Highness.” The first guard went to work, pulling out a key. My head stayed in its strange position as I heard the sound of keys clanking against one another and then one sliding into the lock. The prince looked at me warily as I tried to stand. And then the sweet smell of fresh air pulsed through me, giving me all the motivation I needed. I pulled myself out of the guard’s arms and ran like a drunk into the garden.


  I was staggering quite a bit, but I didn’t care if I looked less than graceful. I just needed to be outside. I let myself feel the warm air on my skin, the grass beneath my toes. Somehow even things in nature seemed to be bred into something extravagant here. I meant to go all the way into the trees, but my legs only carried me so far. I collapsed in front of a small stone bench and sat there, my fine green nightgown in the dirt, and my head resting in my arms on the seat.


  My body didn’t have the energy to sob, so the tears that came were quiet. Still, they took all my focus. How did I get here? How had I let this happen? What would become of me here? Would I ever get back any piece of the life I’d had before this? I just didn’t know. And there wasn’t a damn thing I could do about any of it.


  I was so consumed with my thoughts that I didn’t realize I wasn’t alone until Prince Maxon spoke.


  “Are you all right, my dear?” he asked me.


  “I am not your dear.” I looked up to glare at him. There would be no mistaking the disgust in my tone or eyes.


  “What have I done to offend you? Did I not just give you the very thing you asked for?” He was genuinely confused by my response. I suppose he expected us to adore him and thank our lucky stars for his existence.


  I stared him down without fear, though the effect was probably weakened by my tearstained cheeks.


  “Excuse me, dear, are you going to keep crying?” he asked, sounding very put out by the thought.


  “Don’t call me that! I am no more dear to you than the thirty-four other strangers you have here in your cage.”


  He walked closer, not seeming at all offended by my loose speech. He just looked . . . thoughtful. It was an interesting expression on his face.


  His walk was graceful for a boy, and he looked incredibly comfortable as he paced around me. My bravery melted a little in the face of how awkward this was. He was fully dressed in his sharp suit, and I was cowering and half-naked. As if his rank didn’t threaten me enough, his demeanor did. He must have had plenty of experience dealing with unhappy people; he was exceptionally calm as he answered.


  “That is an unfair statement. You are all dear to me. It is simply a matter of discovering who shall be the dearest.”


  “Did you really just use the word ‘shall’?”


  He chuckled. “I’m afraid I did. Forgive me, it’s a product of my education.”


  “Education,” I muttered, rolling my eyes. “Ridiculous.”


  “I’m sorry?” he asked.


  “It’s ridiculous!” I yelled, regaining some of my courage.


  “What is?”


  “This contest! The whole thing! Haven’t you ever loved anyone at all? Is this how you want to pick a wife? Are you really so shallow?” I shifted on the ground a little. To make things easier for me, he sat on the bench so I wouldn’t have to twist. I was too upset to be thankful.


  “I can see how I would appear that way, how this whole thing could seem like it’s nothing more than cheap entertainment. But in my world, I am very guarded. I don’t meet very many women. The ones I do are daughters of diplomats, and we usually have very little to discuss. And that’s when we manage to speak the same language.”


  Maxon seemed to think that was a joke, and he laughed lightly. I wasn’t amused. He cleared his throat.


  “Circumstances being what they are, I haven’t had the opportunity to fall in love. Have you?”


  “Yes,” I said matter-of-factly. As soon as the word came out, I wished I could steal it back. That was a private thing, none of his business.


  “Then you have been quite lucky.” He sounded jealous.


  Imagine that. The one thing I could hold over the head of the Prince of Illéa, the very thing I was here to forget.


  “My mother and father were married this way and are quite happy. I hope to find happiness, too. To find a woman that all of Illéa can love, someone to be my companion and to help entertain the leaders of other nations. Someone who will befriend my friends and be my confidante. I’m ready to find my wife.”


  Something in his voice struck me. There wasn’t a trace of sarcasm. This thing that seemed like little more than a game show to me was his only chance for happiness. He couldn’t try with a second round of girls. Well, maybe he could, but how embarrassing. He was so desperate, so hopeful. I felt my distaste for him lessen. Marginally.


  “Do you really feel like this is a cage?” His eyes were full of compassion.


  “Yes, I do.” My voice came out quiet. I quickly added, “Your Majesty.”


  “I’ve felt that way more than once myself. But you must admit, it is a very beautiful cage.”


  “For you. Fill your beautiful cage with thirty-four other men all fighting over the same thing. See how nice it is then.”


  He raised his eyebrows. “Have there really been arguments over me? Don’t you all realize I’m the one doing the choosing?”


  “Actually, that was unfair. They’re fighting over two things. Some fight for you, others fight for the crown. And they all think they’ve already figured out what to say and do so your choice will be obvious.”


  “Ah, yes. The man or the crown. I’m afraid some cannot tell the difference.” He shook his head.


  “Good luck there,” I said dryly.


  It was quiet for a moment in the wake of my sarcasm. I looked up at him out of the corner of my eye, waiting for him to speak. He gazed at an unfixed point in the grass, concern marking his face. It seemed this thought had been plaguing him. He took a breath and turned back to me.


  “Which do you fight for?”


  “Actually, I’m here by mistake.”


  “Mistake?”


  “Yes. Sort of. Well, it’s a long story. And now. . . I’m here. And I’m not fighting. My plan is to enjoy the food until you kick me out.”


  He laughed out loud at that, actually doubling over and slapping his knee. It was a bizarre mix of rigidity and calm.


  “What are you?” he asked.


  “I’m sorry?”


  “A Two? Three?”


  Wasn’t he paying attention at all? “Five.”


  “Ah, yes, then food would probably be good motivation to stay.” He laughed again. “I’m sorry, I can’t read your pin in the dark.”


  “I’m America.”


  “Well, that’s perfect.” Maxon looked off into the night and smiled at nothing in particular. Something in all this was amusing to him. “America, my dear, I do hope you find something in this cage worth fighting for. After all this, I can only imagine what it would be like to see you actually try.”


  He came down from the bench to crouch beside me. He was too close. I couldn’t think right. Maybe I was a little star-struck or still feeling shaky from my crying episode. Either way I was too shocked to protest when he took my hand.


  “If it would make you happy, I could let the staff know you prefer the garden. Then you can come out here at night without being manhandled by the guard. I would prefer if you had one nearby, though.”


  I wanted that. Freedom of any kind sounded heavenly, but he needed to be absolutely sure of my feelings.


  “I don’t. . . I don’t think I want anything from you.” I pulled my fingers from his loose grip.


  He was a little taken aback, hurt. “As you wish.” I felt more regret. Just because I didn’t like the guy didn’t mean I wanted to hurt him. “Will you be heading inside soon?”


  “Yes,” I breathed, looking at the ground.


  “Then I’ll leave you with your thoughts. There will be a guard near the door waiting for you.”


  “Thank you, um, Your Majesty.” I shook my head. How many times had I addressed him wrongly in this conversation?


  “Dear America, will you do me a favor?” He took my hand again. He was persistent.


  I squinted at him, not sure of what to say. “Maybe.”


  His smile returned. “Don’t mention this to the others. Technically, I’m not supposed to meet you until tomorrow, and I don’t want anyone getting upset. Though I wouldn’t call you yelling at me anything close to a romantic tryst, would you?”


  It was my turn to smile. “Not at all!” I took a deep breath. “I won’t tell.”


  “Thank you.” He took the hand he was holding and lowered his lips to it. When he pulled away, he gently placed my hand in my lap. “Good night.”


  I looked at the warm spot on my hand, stunned for a moment. Then I turned to watch Maxon as he walked away, giving me the privacy I’d wanted all day.


  CHAPTER 11


  IN THE MORNING I WOKE not to the sound of the maids coming in—though they had—or my bath being drawn—though it was. I woke to the light coming through my window as Anne gently pulled back the rich, heavy curtains. She hummed a quiet song to herself, absolutely happy with her task.


  I wasn’t ready to move. It had taken me a long time to come down from getting so worked up, and even more time to relax after I’d realized exactly what that conversation in the garden would mean for me. If I got a chance, I would apologize to Maxon. It would be a miracle if he let me get that far.


  “Miss? Are you awake?”


  “Noooo,” I moaned into the pillow. I hadn’t had nearly enough sleep, and the bed was far too comfortable. But Anne, Mary, and Lucy laughed at my groan, which was enough to make me smile and decide to start moving.


  These girls would probably be the easiest for me to get along with in the palace. I wondered if they could become confidantes of some kind, or if training and protocol would render them completely unable to even share a cup of tea with me. Though I was a born Five, I was covered with Three-ness now. And if they were maids, that made them all Sixes. But that was fine with me. I did enjoy the company of Sixes.


  I moved slowly into the monstrous bathroom, every step echoing against the vastness of tile and glass. In the long mirrors I saw Lucy eyeing the dirt stains on my nightgown. Then Anne’s careful eyes caught them. Then Mary’s. Thankfully, none of them asked any questions. Yesterday I thought they had been prying with all their inquiries, but I was wrong. They were obviously overly concerned with my comfort. Questions about what I was doing outside my room—let alone the palace—would only be awkward.


  All they did was remove the gown with care and usher me toward the bath.


  I wasn’t used to being naked around other people—not even Mom or May—but there seemed to be no way around it. These three would be dressing me for as long as I was here, so I would have to bear it until I left. I wondered what would happen to them when I was gone. Would they get assigned to other girls who would need more attention as the competition drew on? Did they already have other jobs in the palace they were temporarily excused from? It seemed rude to ask what they used to do or imply that I was leaving soon, so I didn’t.


  After my bath, Anne dried my hair, pulling half up with ribbons I’d brought from home. They were blue and just so happened to accent the flowers in one of the day dresses my maids had created for me, so that was what I wore. Mary did my makeup, which was just as light as the day before, and Lucy rubbed lotion into my arms and legs.


  There was an array of jewelry to choose from, but I asked for my box instead. There was a tiny necklace with a songbird on it that my dad had given me, and it was silver so it matched my name pin. I did take a pair of earrings from the royal store, but they were probably the smallest ones in the collection.


  Anne, Mary, and Lucy looked me over and smiled at the results. I took that as a sign I was decent enough to leave for breakfast. With bows and smiles, they wished me well as I went to leave. Lucy’s hands were trembling again.


  I went into the upstairs foyer where we had all met yesterday. I was the first one there, so I took to a small sofa to wait for the rest. Slowly, others started to trickle in. I quickly noticed a theme. Every one of the girls looked phenomenal. They had their hair pulled up in intricate braids or curls, away from their faces. The makeup was meticulously done, dresses pressed to perfection.


  I had probably chosen my plainest dress for the first day, and everyone else’s had something sparkly on it. I saw two girls walk into the foyer and realize they were wearing almost the exact same dress. They both turned back around to change. Everyone wanted to stand out, and they all did in their own ways. Even me.


  Everyone here looked like a One. I looked like a Five in a nice dress.


  I thought it had taken me a long time to get ready, but it took the other girls much, much longer. Even when Silvia came to escort us downstairs, we still had to wait for Celeste and Tiny, who, true to her name, had to have her dress taken in.


  Once we were all assembled, everyone started to move toward the stairs. There was a gilded mirror on the wall, and we all turned to take one last peek as we descended. I caught a glimpse of myself next to Marlee and Tiny. I looked positively plain.


  But at least I looked like me, and that was a minor consolation.


  We went downstairs expecting to be taken into the dining room, where we had been told we would be eating. But instead we were taken into the Great Room, where individual tables and chairs had been set up in rows, all with plates, glasses, and silverware. There wasn’t any food, though. Not even a hopeful smell. In the front corner, tucked away in a small nook, I noticed a small set of couches. A few cameramen, stationed around the room, filmed our arrival.


  We filed in, sitting wherever we wanted as there were no place cards here. Marlee was in the row in front of me, and Ashley sat to my right. I didn’t bother to take in anyone else. It seemed like several people had made at least one ally, just as I had in Marlee. Ashley had chosen her seat beside me, so I assumed she wanted my company. Still, she didn’t speak. Maybe she was upset over the news reports last night. Then again, she was quiet when we met. Maybe it was just her nature. I figured the worst she could do was not answer back, so I decided to at least acknowledge her.


  “Ashley, you look lovely.”


  “Oh, thank you,” she said quietly. We both checked to make sure the camera crews were far away. Not that this was private, but who wanted them around for everything? “Isn’t it fun to wear all this jewelry? Where’s yours?”


  “Umm, it was too heavy for me. I decided to go light instead.”


  “It is heavy! I feel like I have twenty pounds on my head. Still, I couldn’t pass it up. Who knows how long any of us will stay?”


  That was funny. Ashley had seemed quietly confident from the very beginning. With the way she looked and carried herself, she was prime princess material. It seemed strange that she would doubt herself.


  “But don’t you think you’ll win?” I asked.


  “Of course,” she whispered. “But it’s rude to say so!” She winked at me, which made me giggle.


  Yet another mistake on my part. That giggle caught the attention of Silvia, who was walking in the door.


  “Tsk-tsk. A lady never raises her voice above a gentle whisper.”


  Every murmur hushed. I wondered if the cameras had caught my mistake, and my cheeks filled with warmth.


  “Hello again, ladies. I hope you all had a restful first night in the palace, because now our work begins. Today I will begin to instruct you on conduct and protocol, a process that will continue for the duration of your stay. Please know that I will be reporting any missteps on your part to the royal family.


  “I know it sounds harsh, but this isn’t a game to be taken lightly. Someone in this room will be the next princess of Illéa. It is no small task. You must endeavor to elevate yourselves, no matter your previous station. You will become ladies from the ground up. And this very morning, you will receive your first lesson.


  “Table manners are very important, and before you can eat in front of the royal family, you must be aware of certain etiquette. The faster we get through this little lesson, the sooner you get to have your breakfasts, so faces forward, please.”


  She began explaining how we would be served from the right, which glass was for what beverage, and to never, ever reach for a pastry with our hands. Always use the tongs. Hands were to rest in our lap when not in use, napkin draped underneath. We weren’t to speak unless spoken to. Of course, we could talk quietly to our neighbors, but always at a level befitting the palace. She eyed me seriously as she gave that last note.


  Silvia went on and on in her elegant tone, taunting my stomach. Even if they were small, I was used to getting my three meals at home. I needed food. I was getting a bit grumpy when we heard a knock at the door. Two guards stepped away, and in came Prince Maxon.


  “Good morning, ladies,” he called.


  The lift in the room was tangible. Backs straightened, locks of hair were tossed over shoulders, and hems were rearranged. I looked not at Maxon, but Ashley, whose chest was moving fast. She stared in such a way that I felt embarrassed for noticing.


  “Your Majesty,” Silvia said with a low curtsy.


  “Hello, Silvia. If you don’t mind, I would like to introduce myself to these young women.”


  “Of course.” She bowed again.


  Prince Maxon surveyed the room and found me. Our eyes met for a moment, and he smiled. I wasn’t expecting that. I was thinking that he’d probably changed his opinion of how to act toward me in the night, and I’d be called out in front of everyone for my behavior. But maybe he wasn’t mad at all. Maybe he found me entertaining. He had to get incredibly bored around here. Whatever the reason, that brief smile led me to believe that maybe this wasn’t going to be such a terrible experience after all. I settled into the decision I couldn’t make last night and hoped Prince Maxon would hear out my apology.


  “Ladies, if you don’t mind, one at a time I’ll be calling you over to meet with me. I’m sure you’re all eager to eat, as am I. So I won’t take up too much of your time. Do forgive me if I’m slow with names; there are quite a few of you.”


  There was a low rumble of giggles. Quickly, he went over to the girl in the front row on the far right and escorted her over to the couches. They spoke for a few minutes, then both rose. He bowed to her, she curtsied back. She went back to her table, spoke to the girl beside her, and it happened all over again. These conversations lasted only a few minutes and were spoken in hushed voices. He was trying to get a feel for each girl in less than five minutes.


  “I wonder what he wants to know,” Marlee turned and asked.


  “Maybe he wants to know which actors you think are the most handsome. Keep your mental list ready,” I whispered back. Marlee and Ashley both chuckled at that.


  We weren’t the only ones talking. Around the room voices lifted like gentle hums, as we tried to distract ourselves until it was our turn. Not to mention the cameramen were hopping around, asking girls about their first day in the palace, how they liked their maids, and things like that. When they stopped by Ashley and me, I let her do all the talking.


  I kept looking over to the couches as each of the Selected were interviewed. Some were calm and ladylike, others fidgeted in excitement. Marlee blushed wildly as she walked over to Prince Maxon, and beamed when she walked back. Ashley straightened her dress several times, like a nervous little tic of her hands.


  I was near sweating when she came back, meaning it was my turn to go. I took a deep breath and steadied myself. I was about to ask for a monumental favor.


  He stood and went to read my pin as I approached. “America, is it?” he said, a smile playing on his lips.


  “Yes, it is. And I know I’ve heard your name before, but could you remind me?” I wondered if opening with a joke was a bad idea, but Maxon laughed and motioned for me to sit.


  He leaned in and whispered, “Did you sleep well, my dear?”


  I didn’t know what my face looked like in response to that name, but Maxon’s eyes glittered with amusement.


  “I am still not your dear,” I replied, but with a smile. “But yes. Once I calmed down, I slept very well. My maids had to pull me out of bed, I was so cozy.”


  “I am glad you were comfortable, my. . . America,” he corrected himself.


  “Thank you,” I said. I fidgeted with a piece of my dress for a moment, trying to think of how to say this right. “I’m very sorry I was mean to you. I realized as I was trying to fall asleep that even though this is a strange situation for me, I shouldn’t blame you. You’re not the reason I got swept up in all this, and the whole Selection thing isn’t even your idea. And then, when I was feeling miserable, you were nothing but nice to me, and I was, well, awful. You could have thrown me out last night, and you didn’t. Thank you.”


  Maxon’s eyes were tender. I bet every girl before me had already melted because he’d given them a look like this. I would have been bothered that he looked at me that way, but it was obviously just part of his nature. He ducked his head for a moment. When he looked at me again, he leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees as if he wanted me to understand the importance of what was coming next.


  “America, you have been very up front with me so far. That is a quality that I deeply admire, and I’m going to ask you to be kind enough to answer one question for me.”


  I nodded, a little afraid of what he wanted to know. He leaned in even closer to whisper. “You say you’re here by mistake, so I’m assuming you don’t want to be here. Is there any possibility of you having any sort of . . . of loving feelings toward me?”


  I couldn’t help but fidget a little. I genuinely didn’t want to hurt his feelings, but I couldn’t beat around the bush on this.


  “You are very kind, Your Majesty, and attractive, and thoughtful.” He smiled at that. In a low voice I added, “But for very valid reasons, I don’t think I could.”


  “Would you explain?” His face hid it well, but I could hear the disappointment caused by my immediate rejection. I guessed he wasn’t used to that.


  It wasn’t something I wanted to share, but I didn’t think anything else would make him understand. In an even lower whisper than I’d used before, I told him the truth.


  “I . . . I’m afraid my heart is elsewhere.” I could feel my eyes getting wet.


  “Oh, please don’t cry!” Maxon’s whisper was marked with a genuine worry. “I never know what to do when women cry!”


  That made me laugh, and any threat of tears retreated for the moment. The relief on his face was unmistakable.


  “Would you like me to let you go home to your love today?” he asked. It was obvious that my preference for someone else bothered him, but instead of choosing to be angry, he showed compassion. The gesture made me trust him.


  “That’s the thing.... I don’t want to go home.”


  “Really?” He ran his fingers through his hair, and I had to laugh again at how lost he seemed.


  “Could I be perfectly honest with you?”


  He nodded.


  “I need to be here. My family needs me to be here. Even if you could let me stay for a week, that would be a blessing for them.”


  “You mean you need the money?”


  “Yes.” I felt bad admitting it. It must have seemed like I was using him. In truth, I guess I was. But there was more to it. “And there are . . . certain people”—I looked up at him—“at home who I can’t bear to see right now.”


  Maxon nodded his head in understanding but did not speak.


  I hesitated. I guessed the worst that could happen now was being sent home anyway, so I continued. “If you would be willing to let me stay, even for a little while, I’d be willing to make a trade,” I offered.


  His eyebrows shot up. “A trade?”


  I bit my lip. “If you let me stay. . .” This was going to sound so stupid. “All right, well, look at you. You’re the prince. You’re busy all day, what with helping run a country and all, and you’re supposed to find time to narrow thirty-five, well, thirty-four girls, down to one? That’s a lot to ask, don’t you think?”


  He nodded. I could see his genuine exhaustion at the thought.


  “Wouldn’t it be much better for you if you had someone on the inside? Someone to help? Like, you know, a friend?”


  “A friend?” he asked.


  “Yes. Let me stay, and I’ll help you. I’ll be your friend.” He smiled at the words. “You don’t have to worry about pursuing me. You already know that I don’t have feelings for you. But you can talk to me anytime you like, and I’ll try and help. You said last night that you were looking for a confidante. Well, until you find one for good, I could be that person. If you want.”


  His expression was affectionate but guarded. “I’ve met nearly every woman in this room, and I can’t think of one who would make a better friend. I’d be glad to have you stay.”


  My relief was inexpressible.


  “Do you think,” Maxon asked, “that I could still call you ‘my dear’?”


  “Not a chance,” I whispered.


  “I’ll keep trying. I don’t have it in me to give up.” And I believed him. It was annoying to think he’d press that issue.


  “Did you call all of them that?” I nodded my head toward the rest of the room.


  “Yes, and they all seemed to like it.”


  “That is the exact reason why I don’t.” And I stood.


  Maxon was chuckling as he rose with me. I would have scowled, but it actually was kind of funny. He bowed, I curtsied, and I went back to my seat.


  I was so hungry that it felt like an eternity until he’d gone through the last rows. But finally the last girl was back in her seat, and I was eagerly anticipating my first breakfast at the palace.


  Maxon walked to the center of the room. “If I have asked you to remain behind, please stay in your seats. If not, please proceed with Silvia here into the dining hall. I will join you shortly.”


  Asked to stay? Was that a good thing?


  I stood, as did most of the girls, and started walking. He must just want some special time with those girls. I saw that Ashley was one of them. No doubt she was special, a born princess by the looks of her. The rest were girls I hadn’t managed to meet. Not that they had wanted to meet me. The cameras lingered behind to capture whatever special moment was about to occur, and the rest of us moved on.


  We walked into the banquet room and there, looking more majestic than even I could imagine, were King Clarkson and Queen Amberly. Also in the room, more camera crews swarmed to catch our first meeting. I hesitated, wondering if we should all go back to the door and be invited in. But most everyone else—if somewhat hesitantly—kept walking. I walked quickly to my chair, hoping I hadn’t drawn attention to myself.


  Silvia walked in not two seconds later and took in the scene.


  “Ladies,” she said, “I’m afraid we didn’t get this far. Whenever you enter a room where the king or queen is present, or if they should enter a room you are in, the proper thing to do is curtsy. Then when you are addressed, you may rise and take your seat. All together, shall we?” And we all curtsied in the direction of the head table.


  “Welcome, girls,” the queen said. “Please take your seats, and welcome to the palace. We’re pleased to have you.” There was something pleasant about her voice. It was calm in the same way her expression was, but not lifeless by any means.


  As Silvia had said, the servers came to our right to pour orange juice into our glasses. Our plates came covered on large trays, and the butlers lifted the covers off right in front of us. I was hit in the face with a fragrant blast of steam from my pancakes. Mercifully, the murmurs of awe across the room covered my growling stomach.


  King Clarkson blessed our food, and we all began to eat. A few minutes later, Maxon walked in to take his seat, but before we could move, he called out.


  “Please don’t rise, ladies. Enjoy your breakfasts.” He walked up to the head table, kissed his mother on the cheek, gave his father a firm pat on the back, and settled into his own chair just to the king’s left. He made a few comments to the closest butler, who laughed quietly, and then dug into his own plate.


  Ashley didn’t come. Or any of the other girls. I looked around, confused, counting to see how many were missing. Eight. Eight girls were not here.


  It was Kriss, sitting across from me, who answered the question in my eyes.


  “They’re gone,” she said.


  Gone? Oh. Gone. . .


  I couldn’t imagine what they had done in less than five minutes to displease Maxon, but I was suddenly grateful I’d chosen to be honest.


  Just like that, we were down to twenty-seven.


  CHAPTER 12


  THE CAMERAS DID A LAP around the room and left to let us enjoy our breakfast in peace, getting one last shot of the prince before they departed.


  I was a little thrown off by the sudden elimination, but Maxon didn’t seem too distressed. He ate his food without a care, and as I watched I realized I should eat my own breakfast before it got cold. Again, it was almost too delicious. The orange juice was so pure that I had to take smaller sips just to absorb it. The eggs and bacon were heaven, and the pancakes were perfectly done, not too thin like the ones I made at home.


  I heard lots of little sighs all around me and knew I wasn’t the only one enjoying the food. Remembering to use the tongs, I picked up a strawberry tart from the basket in the center of the table. As I did so, I looked around the room to see how the other Fives were enjoying their meals. That was when I noticed that I was the only Five left.


  I didn’t know if Maxon was aware of that information—he barely seemed to know our names—but it was strange they were both gone. If I had been another stranger to Maxon when I walked into that room, would I have been kicked out, too? I mulled this over as I bit into the strawberry tart. It was so sweet and the dough was so flaky, every millimeter of my mouth was engaged, taking over the rest of my senses entirely. I didn’t mean to make the little moan, but it was by far the best thing I had ever tasted. I took another bite before I even swallowed the first.


  “Lady America?” a voice called.


  The other heads in the room turned to the voice, which belonged to Prince Maxon. I was shocked that he’d address me, or any of us, so casually and in front of the others.


  What was worse than being called out so unexpectedly was that my mouth was full of food. I covered my mouth with my hand and chewed as quickly as I could manage. It couldn’t have been more than a few seconds, but with so many eyes on me, it felt like an eternity. I noted Celeste’s smug face as she watched me. I must have looked like an easy kill in her eyes.


  “Yes, Your Majesty?” I replied as soon as I had most of it swallowed.


  “How are you enjoying the food?” Maxon seemed on the verge of laughter, either from my bewildered expression or because he’d brought up a detail from our very first and highly unauthorized conversation.


  I tried to stay calm myself. “It’s excellent, Your Majesty. This strawberry tart . . . well, I have a sister who loves sweets more than I do. I think she’d cry if she tasted this. It’s perfect.”


  Maxon swallowed a bite of his own breakfast and leaned back in his chair. “Do you really think she would cry?” He seemed exceedingly amused at the idea. He did have strange feelings toward women and crying.


  I thought about it. “Yes, actually, I do. She doesn’t have much of a filter when it comes to her emotions.”


  “Would you wager money on it?” he asked quickly. I noticed the heads of every girl turning back and forth between us like they were watching a game of tennis.


  “If I had any to bet, I certainly would.” I smiled at the idea of betting over someone else’s tears of joy.


  “What would you be willing to barter instead? You seem to be very good at striking deals.” He was enjoying this little game. Fine. I’d play.


  “Well, what do you want?” I posed. Then I wondered what in the world I could offer someone who had everything.


  “What do you want?” he countered.


  Now that was a fascinating question. Almost as interesting as thinking about what I could offer Maxon was what he could offer me. He had the world at his disposal. So what did I want?


  I wasn’t a One, but I was living like I was. I had more food than I could finish and the most comfortable bed I could imagine. People were waiting on me hand and foot, whether I liked it or not. And if I needed anything, all I had to do was ask.


  The only thing I really wanted was something that made this place feel like less of a palace. If my family were running around somewhere, or if I wasn’t so done up. I couldn’t ask for my family to visit. I’d only been here a day.


  “If she cries, I want to wear pants for a week,” I offered.


  Everyone laughed, but in a quiet, polite way. Even the king and queen seemed to find my request amusing. I liked the way the queen looked at me, like I was less of a foreigner to her now.


  “Done,” Maxon said. “And if she doesn’t, you owe me a walk around the grounds tomorrow afternoon.”


  A walk on the grounds? That was it? It didn’t seem like anything special to me. I remembered what Maxon had said last night, that he was guarded. Maybe he didn’t know how to just ask a girl for time alone. Maybe this was his way of navigating something very alien to him.


  Someone next to me made a disapproving sound. Oh. I realized that if I lost, I’d be the first person to officially get time one-on-one with the prince. Part of me wanted to renegotiate, but if I was going to be helpful—as I’d promised him—I couldn’t brush off his first attempts at trying to date.


  “You drive a hard bargain, sir, but I accept.”


  “Justin?” The butler he had spoken to earlier stepped forward. “Go make a parcel of strawberry tarts and send it to the lady’s family. Have someone wait while her sister tastes it, and let us know if she does, in fact, cry. I’m most curious about this.”


  Justin nodded and was off.


  “You should write a note to send with it, and tell your family you’re safe. In fact, you all should. After breakfast, write a letter to your families, and we’ll make sure they receive them today.”


  Everyone smiled and sighed, happy to finally be included in the goings-on. We finished the rest of our breakfast and went to write our letters. Anne found me some stationery, and I wrote a quick letter to my family. Even though things had gotten off to a very awkward start, the last thing I wanted was for them to worry. I tried to sound breezy.


  
    Dear Mom, Dad, May, and Gerad,


    I miss you all so much already! The prince wanted us to write home and let our families know we were safe and well. I am both. The plane ride was a little scary, but it was fun in a way, too. The world looks so small from up so high!


    They’ve given me lots of wonderful clothes and things, and I have three sweet maids who help me get dressed and clean for me and tell me where to go. So even if I get totally confused, they always know just where I’m supposed to be and help me get there on time.


    The other girls are mostly shy, but I think I might have a friend. You remember Marlee from Kent? I met her on the way over to Angeles. She’s very bright and friendly. If I have to come home anytime soon, I’m hoping she makes it to the end.


    I have met the prince. The king and queen, too. They’re even more regal in person. I haven’t spoken to them yet, but I did talk to Prince Maxon. He’s a surprisingly generous person. . . I think.


    I have to go, but I love you and miss you, and I’ll write again as soon as I can.


    Love,


    America

  


  I didn’t think there was anything shocking in there, but I could have been wrong. I was imagining May reading it over and over again, finding hidden details about my life in the words. I wondered if she’d read this before she ate the pastries.


  
    P.S. May, don’t these strawberry tarts just make you want to cry?

  


  There. That was the best I could do.


  Apparently, it wasn’t good enough. A butler knocked on my door that evening with an envelope from my family and an update.


  “She didn’t cry, miss. She said they were so good she could have—as you suggested—but she did not actually cry. His Majesty will come and get you from your room around five tomorrow. Please be ready.”


  I wasn’t so upset about losing, but I seriously would have enjoyed the pants. At least, if I couldn’t have that, I had letters. I realized that this was the first time I’d been parted from my family for more than a few hours. We weren’t wealthy enough to go on trips, and since I didn’t really have friends growing up, I’d never even spent the night away. If only there was a way I could get letters every day. I supposed it could be done, but it would have to be so expensive.


  I read Dad’s first. He went on and on about how beautiful I looked on TV and how proud he was of me. He said I shouldn’t have sent three boxes of tarts, because May was going to get spoiled. Three boxes! For goodness’ sake.


  He went on to say that Aspen had been at the house helping with paperwork, so he’d taken a box home to his family. I didn’t know how to feel about that. On the one hand, I was glad they would have something so decadent to eat. On the other, I just imagined him sharing some with his new girlfriend. Someone he could spoil. I wondered if he was jealous of Maxon’s gift, or if he was glad to be rid of my attention.


  I lingered on those lines much longer than I meant to.


  Dad closed by saying he was pleased I’d made a friend. Said I always was slow in that department. I folded the letter up and ran my finger over his signature on the outside. I’d never noticed how funny he signed his name before.


  Gerad’s letter was short and to the point. He missed me, he loved me, and please send more food. I laughed out loud at that.


  Mom was bossy. Even in print I could hear her tone, smugly congratulating me on already earning the prince’s affections—she had been informed that I was the only one to get gifts to send home—and telling me firmly to keep up whatever I was doing.


  Yeah, Mom, I’ll just keep telling the prince that he has absolutely no shot with me and offend him as often as I can. Great plan.


  I was glad I’d saved May’s for last.


  Her letter was absolutely giddy. She admitted how jealous she was that I was eating like that all the time. She also complained that Mom was bossing her around more. I knew how that felt. The rest was a barrage of questions. Was Maxon as cute in person as he was on TV? What was I wearing now? Could she come and visit the palace? Did Maxon have a secret brother who would be willing to marry her one day?


  I giggled and embraced my collection of letters. I’d have to make the effort to write back soon. There had to be a telephone around here somewhere, but so far no one had made us aware of it. Even if I had one in my room, it would probably be overkill to call home daily. Besides, these letters would be fun to hold on to. Proof I’d really been here when this whole place would be a memory.


  I went to bed with the comforting knowledge that my family was doing well, and that warmth lulled me into a sound sleep that was only hitched by a twinge of nerves at being alone with Maxon again. I couldn’t quite pin down the reason, but I hoped it was all for nothing.


  “For the sake of appearances, would you please take my arm?” Maxon asked as he escorted me from my room the next day. I was a little hesitant, but I did.


  My maids had already put me in my evening dress: a little blue thing with an empire waist and capped sleeves. My arms were bare, and I could feel the starched fabric of Maxon’s suit against my skin. Something about it all made me uncomfortable. He must have noticed, because he tried to distract me.


  “I’m sorry she didn’t cry,” he said.


  “No you’re not.” My joking tone made it clear I wasn’t too upset about losing.


  “I’ve never gambled before. It was nice to win.” His tone was slightly apologetic.


  “Beginner’s luck.”


  He smiled. “Perhaps. Next time we’ll try to make her laugh.”


  I instantly started running scenarios through my mind. What from the palace would make May just die with laughter?


  Maxon could tell I was thinking about her. “What’s your family like?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Just that. Your family must be very different from mine.”


  “I’d say so.” I laughed. “For one, no one wears their tiaras to breakfast.”


  Maxon smiled. “More of a dinner thing at the Singer house?”


  “Of course.”


  He chuckled quietly. I was starting to think maybe Maxon wasn’t nearly the snob I’d suspected he was.


  “Well, I’m the middle child of five.”


  “Five!”


  “Yeah, five. Most families out there have lots of kids. I’d have lots if I could.”


  “Oh, really?” Maxon’s eyebrows were raised.


  “Yes,” I answered. My voice was low. I couldn’t quite say why, but that seemed like a very intimate detail about my life. Only one other person had really known about it.


  I felt a spasm of sadness but shoved it away.


  “Anyway, my oldest sister, Kenna, is married to a Four. She works in a factory now. My mom wants me to marry at least a Four, but I don’t want to have to stop singing. I love it too much. But I guess I’m a Three now. That’s really weird. I think I’m going to try to stay in music if I can.


  “Kota is next. He’s an artist. We don’t see much of him these days. He did come to see me off, but that’s about it.


  “Then there’s me.”


  Maxon smiled effortlessly. “America Singer,” he announced, “my closest friend.”


  “That’s right.” I rolled my eyes. There was no way I could actually be his closest friend. At least not yet. But I had to admit, he was the only person I’d ever really confided in who wasn’t family or someone I was in love with. Well, Marlee, too. Could it be the same way for him?


  Slowly we moved down the hallway and toward the stairs. He didn’t appear to be in any sort of rush.


  “After me there’s May. She’s the one who sold me out and didn’t cry. Honestly, I was robbed; I can’t believe she didn’t cry! But yeah, she’s an artist. I . . . I adore her.”


  Maxon examined my face. Talking about May softened me a bit. I liked Maxon well enough, but I didn’t know how far I wanted to let him in.


  “And then Gerad. He’s the baby; he’s seven. He hasn’t quite figured out if he’s into music or art yet. Mostly he likes to play ball and study bugs, which is fine except that he can’t make a living that way. We’re trying to get him to experiment more. Anyway, that’s everyone.”


  “What about your parents?” he pressed.


  “What about your parents?” I replied.


  “You know my parents.”


  “No, I don’t. I know the public image of them. What are they really like?” I pulled on his arm, which was quite a feat. Maxon’s arms were huge. Even beneath the layers of his suit, I could feel the strong, steady muscles there. Maxon sighed, but I could tell I didn’t really exasperate him at all. He seemed to like having someone pester him. It must be sad to grow up in this place without any siblings.


  He started thinking about what he was going to say as we stepped into the garden. The guards all wore sly smiles as we passed. Just past them a camera crew waited. Of course they would want to be present for the prince’s first date. Maxon shook his head at them, and they retreated indoors immediately. I heard someone curse. I wasn’t particularly looking forward to being followed around by cameras, but it seemed strange to dismiss them.


  “Are you all right? You seem tense,” Maxon noted.


  “You get confused by crying women, I get confused by walks with princes,” I said with a shrug.


  Maxon laughed quietly at that but said no more. As we moved west, the sun was blocked by the massive forest on the grounds, though it was still early in the evening. The shade crept over us, creating a tent of darkness. When I’d sought isolation the other night, this was where I wanted to be. We truly seemed alone now. We walked on, away from the palace and out of earshot of the guards.


  “What about me is so confusing?”


  I hesitated but said what I felt. “Your character. Your intentions. I’m not sure what to expect out of this little stroll.”


  “Ah.” He stopped walking and faced me. We were very close to each other, and in spite of the warm summer air, a chill ran down my spine. “I think you can tell by now that I’m not the type of man to beat around the bush. I’ll tell you exactly what I want from you.”


  Maxon took a step closer.


  My breath caught in my throat. I’d just walked into the very situation I feared. No guards, no cameras, no one to stop him from doing whatever he wanted.


  Knee-jerk reaction. Literally. I kneed His Majesty in the thigh. Hard.


  Maxon let out a yell and reached down, clutching himself as I backed away from him. “What was that for?”


  “If you lay a single finger on me, I’ll do worse!” I promised.


  “What?”


  “I said, if you—”


  “No, no, you crazy girl, I heard you the first time.” Maxon grimaced. “But just what in the world do you mean by it?”


  I felt the heat run through my body. I’d jumped to the worst possible conclusion and set myself up to fight something that obviously wasn’t coming.


  The guards ran up, alerted by our little squabble. Maxon waved them away from an awkward, half-bent position.


  We were quiet for a while, and once Maxon was over the worst of his pain, he faced me.


  “What did you think I wanted?” he asked.


  I ducked my head and blushed.


  “America, what did you think I wanted?” He sounded upset. More than upset. Offended. He had obviously guessed what I’d assumed, and he didn’t like that one bit. “In public? You thought . . . for heaven’s sake. I’m a gentleman!”


  He started to walk away but turned back.


  “Why did you even offer to help if you think so little of me?”


  I couldn’t even look him in the eye. I didn’t know how to explain I had been prepped to expect a dog, that the darkness and privacy made me feel strange, that I’d only ever been alone with one other boy and that was how we behaved.


  “You’ll be taking dinner in your room tonight. I’ll deal with this in the morning.”


  I waited in the garden until I knew all the others would be in the dining hall, and then I paced up and down the hallway before I went into my room. Anne, Mary, and Lucy were beside themselves when I came in. I didn’t have the heart to tell them I hadn’t spent the whole time with the prince.


  My meal had been delivered and was waiting on the table by the balcony. I was hungry now that I wasn’t distracted by my own humiliation. But my long absence wasn’t the reason my maids were in a tizzy. There was a very large box on the bed, begging to be opened.


  “Can we see?” Lucy asked.


  “Lucy, that’s rude!” Anne chided.


  “They dropped it off the moment you left! We’ve been wondering ever since!” Mary exclaimed.


  “Mary! Manners!” Anne scolded.


  “No, don’t worry, girls. I don’t have any secrets.” When they came to kick me out tomorrow, I’d tell my maids why.


  I gave them a weak smile as I pulled at the big red bow on the box. Inside were three pairs of pants. A linen set, another that was more businesslike but soft to the touch, and a glorious pair made from denim. There was a card resting on top with the Illéa emblem on it.


  
    You ask for such simple things, I can’t deny you. But for my sake, only on Saturdays, please. Thank you for your company.


    Your friend,


    Maxon

  


  CHAPTER 13


  I DIDN’T REALLY HAVE THAT much time to feel ashamed or worried, all things considered. When my maids dressed me the next morning without a hint of worry, I assumed my presence downstairs would be welcome. Even allowing me to come down to breakfast showed a hint of kindness in Maxon I hadn’t been expecting: I got a last meal, a last moment as one of the beautiful Selected.


  We were halfway through breakfast before Kriss worked up the courage to ask me about our date.


  “How was it?” she asked quietly, the way we were meant to speak at mealtimes. But those three small words made ears all up and down the table perk up, and everyone within hearing distance was paying attention.


  I took a breath. “Indescribable.”


  The girls looked at one another, clearly hoping for more.


  “How did he act?” Tiny asked.


  “Umm.” I tried to choose my words carefully. “Not at all how I expected he would.”


  This time, little murmurs went down the table.


  “Are you being like that on purpose?” Zoe interjected. “If you are, it’s awfully mean.”


  I shook my head. How could I explain this? “No, it’s just that—”


  But I was spared trying to form an answer by the confusing noises coming down the hallway.


  The shouts were strange. In my very short time at the palace, not a single sound had registered as anything close to loud. Beyond that, there was a kind of music to the click of the guards’ shoes on the floor, the massive doors opening and closing, the forks touching the plates. This was complete and absolute mayhem.


  The royal family seemed to understand it before the rest of us.


  “To the back of the room, ladies!” King Clarkson yelled, and ran over to a window.


  Girls, confused but not wanting to disobey, slowly moved toward the head table. The king was pulling down a shade, but it wasn’t the typical light-filtering kind. It was metal and squealed into place. Beside him Maxon came and drew down another. And beside Maxon the lovely and delicate queen was racing to pull down the next.


  That was when the wave of guards made it into the dining hall. I saw a number of them lining up outside the room just before the monstrous doors were closed, bolted, and secured with bars.


  “They’re inside the walls, Majesty, but we’re holding them back. The ladies should leave, but we’re so close to the door—”


  “Understood, Markson,” the king replied, cutting off the sentence.


  It didn’t take more than that for me to comprehend. There were rebels inside the grounds.


  I’d figured it would come. This many guests in the palace, so many preparations going on. Surely someone would miss something somewhere and let our safety slip. And even if there were no easy way in, this would be an excellent time to mount a protest. At its barest of bones, the Selection was kind of disturbing. I was sure the rebels hated it along with everything else about Illéa.


  But whatever their opinion, I wasn’t going down quietly.


  I pushed my chair back so quickly it fell over, and I ran to the closest window to pull down the metal shade. A few other girls who understood how threatened we were did the same.


  It took me only a moment to get the thing down, but locking it into place was a little more difficult. I had just managed to get the latch right when something crashed into the metal plate from outside the palace, sending me screaming backward until I tripped over my fallen chair and tumbled to the ground.


  Maxon appeared immediately.


  “Are you hurt?”


  I did a quick evaluation. I’d probably have a bruise on my hip, and I was scared, but that was the worst of it.


  “No, I’m fine.”


  “To the back of the room. Now!” he ordered as he helped me off the ground. He raced down the hall, snatching up girls who had begun to freeze up in fear and ushering them to the back corner.


  I obeyed, running to the back of the room, toward the clusters of girls huddled together. Some of them were weeping; others were staring into space in shock. Tiny had fainted. The most reassuring sight was King Clarkson talking intently to a guard along the back wall, just far away enough that the girls wouldn’t hear. He had one arm wrapped protectively around the queen, who stood quietly and proudly beside him.


  How many times had she survived attacks now? We got reports that these happened several times a year. That had to be unnerving. The odds were getting slimmer and slimmer for her . . . and her husband . . . and her only child. Surely, eventually, the rebels would figure out the right alignment of circumstances to get what they wanted. Yet she stood there, her chin set, her still face wearing a quiet calm.


  I surveyed the girls. Did any of them have the strength it would take to be the queen? Tiny was still unconscious in someone’s arms. Celeste and Bariel were making conversation. I knew what Celeste looked like at ease, and this wasn’t it. Still, compared to the others, she hid her emotions well. Others were near hysterics, whimpering on their knees. Some had mentally shut down, blocking out the entire ordeal. Their faces were blank, and they absently wrung their hands, waiting for it to end.


  Marlee was crying a little, but not so much that she looked like a wreck. I grabbed her arm and pulled her upright.


  “Dry your eyes and stand up straight,” I barked into her ear.


  “What?” she squeaked.


  “Trust me, do it.”


  Marlee wiped her face on the side of her gown and stood up a little taller. She touched her face in several places, checking for smudged makeup, I guessed. Then she turned and looked at me for approval.


  “Good job. Sorry to be so bossy, but trust me on this one, okay?” I felt bad ordering her around in the middle of something so distressing, but she had to look as calm as Queen Amberly. Surely Maxon would want that in his queen, and Marlee had to win.


  Marlee nodded her head. “No, you’re right. I mean, for the time being, everyone is safe. I shouldn’t be so worried.”


  I nodded back to her, though she was most assuredly wrong. Everyone was not safe.


  Guards waited on edge by the massive doors as heavy things were thrown against wall and windows again and again. There wasn’t a clock in here. I had no idea how long this attack was lasting, and that only made me more anxious. How would we know if they got inside? Would it only be once they started banging on the doors? Were they already inside and we just didn’t know it?


  I couldn’t take the worry. I stared at a vase of ornate flowers—none of which I knew the names of—and bit away at one of my perfectly manicured nails. I pretended that those flowers were all that mattered in the world.


  Eventually Maxon came by to check on me, as he had with the others. He stood beside me and stared at the flowers, too. Neither of us really knew what to say.


  “Are you doing all right?” he finally asked.


  “Yes,” I whispered.


  He paused a moment. “You seem unwell.”


  “What will happen to my maids?” I asked, voicing my greatest worry. I knew I was safe. Where were they? What if one of them had been walking down the hall as the rebels made their way in?


  “Your maids?” he asked in a tone that implied I was an idiot.


  “Yes, my maids.” I looked into his eyes, shaming him into acknowledging that only a choice minority of the throngs who lived in the palace were actually being protected. I was on the verge of tears. I didn’t want them to come, and I was breathing rapidly trying to keep my emotions at bay.


  He looked into my eyes and seemed to understand that I was only one step up from being a maid myself. That wasn’t the reason for my worry, but it did seem strange that a lottery was the main difference between someone like Anne and me.


  “They should be hiding by now. The help have their own places to wait. The guards are very good about getting around quickly and alerting everyone. They ought to be fine. We usually have an alarm system, but the last time they came through, the rebels thoroughly dismantled it. They’ve been working on fixing it, but. . .” Maxon sighed.


  I looked at the floor, trying to quiet all the worries in my head.


  “America,” he begged.


  I turned to Maxon.


  “They’re fine. The rebels were slow, and everyone here knows what to do in an emergency.”


  I nodded. We stood there quietly for a minute, and I could tell he was about to move on.


  “Maxon,” I whispered.


  He turned back, a little surprised to be addressed so casually.


  “About last night. Let me explain. When they came to prep us, to get us ready to come here, there was a man who told me that I was never to turn you down. No matter what you asked for. Not ever.”


  He was dumbfounded. “What?”


  “He made it sound like you might ask for certain things. And you said yourself that you hadn’t been around many women. After eighteen years . . . and then you sent the cameras away. I just got scared when you got that close to me.”


  Maxon shook his head, trying to process all this. Humiliation, rage, and disbelief all played across his typically even-tempered face.


  “Was everyone told this?” he asked, sounding appalled at the idea.


  “I don’t know. I can’t imagine many girls would need such a warning. They’re probably waiting to pounce on you,” I noted, nodding my head toward the rest of the room.


  He gave a dark chuckle. “But you’re not, so you had absolutely no qualms about kneeing me in the groin, right?”


  “I hit your thigh!”


  “Oh, please. A man doesn’t need that long to recover from a knee to the thigh,” he replied, his voice full of skepticism.


  A laugh escaped me. Thankfully, Maxon joined in. Just then another mass hit the windows, and we stopped in unison. For a moment I had forgotten where I was.


  “So how are you handling a roomful of crying women?” I asked.


  There was a comical bewilderment in his expression. “Nothing in the world is more confusing!” he whispered urgently. “I haven’t the faintest clue how to stop it.”


  This was the man who was going to lead our country: the guy rendered useless by tears. It was too funny.


  “Try patting them on the back or shoulder and telling them everything is going to be fine. Lots of times when girls cry, they don’t want you to fix the problem, they just want to be consoled,” I advised.


  “Really?”


  “Pretty much.”


  “It can’t possibly be that simple.” Intrigue and doubt played in his voice.


  “I said most of the time, not all the time. But it would probably work for a lot of the girls here.”


  He snorted. “I’m not so sure. Two have already asked if I’ll let them leave if this ever ends.”


  “I thought we weren’t allowed to do that.” I shouldn’t have been surprised, though. If he had agreed to let me stay on as a friend, he couldn’t be too concerned with technicalities. “What are you going to do?”


  “What else can I do? I won’t keep someone here against her will.”


  “Maybe they’ll change their minds,” I offered hopefully.


  “Maybe.” He paused. “What about you? Have you been scared off yet?” he asked almost playfully.


  “Honestly? I was convinced you were sending me home after breakfast anyway,” I admitted.


  “Honestly? I had considered that myself.”


  There was a quiet smile between us. Our friendship—if I could even call it that—was obviously awkward and flawed, but at least it was honest.


  “You didn’t answer me. Do you want to leave?”


  Another something hit the wall, and the idea sounded appealing. The worst attack I’d gotten at home was Gerad trying to steal my food. The girls here didn’t care for me, the clothes were stifling, people were trying to hurt me, and the whole thing felt uncomfortable. But it was good for my family and nice to be full. Maxon did seem a bit lost, and I’d get to stay away from him for a little bit longer. And who knew, maybe I could help pick out the next princess.


  I looked Maxon in the eye. “If you’re not kicking me out, I’m not leaving.”


  He smiled. “Good. You’ll need to tell me more tricks like this shoulder-patting thing.”


  I smiled back. Yes, it was all wrong, but some good would come out of this.


  “America, could you do me a favor?”


  I nodded.


  “As far as anyone knows, we spent a lot of time together yesterday evening. If anyone asks, could you please tell them that I’m not . . . that I wouldn’t. . .”


  “Of course. And I really am sorry about everything.”


  “I should have known that if any girl was going to disobey an order, it would be you.”


  A collection of heavy objects hit the wall at once, making a handful of girls scream.


  “Who are they? What do they want?” I asked.


  “Who? The rebels?”


  I nodded.


  “Depends on who you ask. And which group you’re talking about,” he answered.


  “You mean there’s more than one?” That made the entire experience much worse. If this was one group, what could two or more do together? As far as I knew, a rebel was a rebel was a rebel, but Maxon made it sound like some could be worse than others. “How many are there?”


  “Two generally, the Northerners and the Southerners. The Northerners attack much more frequently. They’re closer. They live in the rainy patch of Likely near Bellingham, just north of here. No one really wants to live there—it’s practically all ruins—so they’ve made it a home of sorts, though I guess they travel. The traveling is one theory of mine—one no one listens to. But they’re far less likely to break in, and when they do the results are . . . tame almost. I’d guess that this is a Northern job right now,” he said over the din.


  “Why? What makes them so different from the Southerners?”


  Maxon seemed to hesitate, unsure if this information was something I should know. He looked around to see if anyone could hear us. I looked around, too, and saw that several people were watching us. In particular, Celeste looked like she was trying to set me on fire with her eyes. I didn’t keep eye contact for long. Still, even with all the onlookers, no one was close enough to hear. When Maxon came to the same conclusion, he leaned in to whisper.


  “Their attacks are much more . . . lethal.”


  I shivered. “Lethal?”


  He nodded. “They only come about once or twice a year, as best I can tell from the aftermath. I think that everyone here is trying to protect me from the statistics, but I’m not stupid. People die when they come. The trouble is, both groups look alike to us—dingy, mostly men, lean but strong, no sort of emblem as far as we can tell—so we don’t know what we’re getting until it’s all over.”


  I looked around the room. A lot of people were in danger if Maxon was wrong and they happened to be Southerners. I thought of my poor maids again.


  “But I still don’t understand. What do they want?”


  Maxon shrugged. “The Southerners appear to want us demolished. I don’t know why, but I’m guessing some dissatisfaction or another, tired of living on the fringes of society. I mean, they’re not even Eights technically, since they have no part in the social network. But the Northerners are a bit of a mystery. Father says they just want to bother us, disrupt our governing, but I don’t think so.” He looked rather proud for a moment. “I have another theory about that as well.”


  “Do I get to know it?”


  Maxon hesitated again. I guessed this time it wasn’t so much out of fear of scaring me, but perhaps not being taken seriously.


  He came close again and whispered, “I think they’re looking for something.”


  “What?” I wondered.


  “That I don’t know. But it’s always the same around here after the Northerners come. Guards are knocked out, injured, or tied up, but never killed. It’s like they just don’t want to be followed around. Though some people get taken with them, and that’s a bit disturbing. And then the rooms—well, all the ones they can get into—they’re a mess. Every drawer pulled out, shelves searched, carpet upturned. Lots of things get broken. You wouldn’t believe the number of cameras I’ve replaced over the years.”


  “Cameras?”


  “Oh,” he said bashfully. “I like photography. But despite all that, they don’t end up taking much. Father thinks my idea is rubbish, of course. What could a bunch of illiterate barbarians be looking for? Still, I think there must be something.”


  It was intriguing. If I was penniless and knew how to break into the palace, I think I’d take every piece of jewelry I could find, anything I could sell. These rebels must have something in mind beyond a mere political statement or their day-to-day survival in mind when they came here.


  “Do you think it’s silly?” Maxon asked, bringing me out of my wonderings.


  “No, not silly. Confusing, but not silly.”


  We shared a small smile. I realized that if Maxon had simply been Maxon Schreave and not Maxon, future king of Illéa, he would be the kind of person I would have wanted to be my next-door neighbor, someone to talk to.


  He cleared his throat. “I suppose I should finish my rounds.”


  “Yes, I imagine there are quite a few ladies wondering what’s taking you so long.”


  “So, buddy, any suggestions as to whom I should speak with next?”


  I smiled and looked behind me to make sure my candidate for princess was still holding it together. She was.


  “See the blond girl over there in the pink? That’s Marlee. Sweetheart, very kind, loves movies. Go.”


  Maxon chuckled and walked in her direction.


  The time in the dining hall felt like an eternity, but the attack had only lasted a little over an hour. We found out later that no one had actually gotten inside the palace, just inside the grounds. The guards didn’t shoot at the rebels until they tried for the main doors, which accounted for the bricks—bricks that had been gouged out of the palace walls—and rotten food being thrown at the windows for so long.


  In the end, two men got too close to the doors, shots were fired, and they all fled. If Maxon’s labels were correct, I would assume these were Northerners.


  They kept us tucked away for a little while longer, searching the perimeter of the palace. When everything was as it should be, we were released to our rooms. I walked arm in arm with Marlee. Despite holding it together downstairs, the strain of the attack had exhausted me, and I was glad to have someone to distract me from it.


  “He let you have the pants anyway?” she asked. I had started talking about Maxon as soon as I could, eager to know how their conversation had gone.


  “Yeah. He was very generous about it all.”


  “I think it’s charming that he’s a good winner.”


  “He is a good winner. He’s even gracious when he’s gotten the raw end of things.” Like a knee to the royal jewels, for example.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Nothing.” I didn’t want to explain that one. “What did you two talk about today?”


  “Well, he asked me if I’d like to see him this week.” She blushed.


  “Marlee! That’s great!”


  “Hush!” she said, looking around, though the rest of the girls had already ascended the stairs. “I’m trying not to get my hopes up.”


  We were quiet for a minute before she burst.


  “Who am I kidding? I’m so excited I can barely stand it! I hope he won’t take too long to call on me.”


  “If he’s already asked, I’m sure he’ll follow through soon. I mean, after he finishes running the country for the day, that is.”


  She laughed. “I can’t believe this! I mean, I knew he was handsome, but I wasn’t sure how he’d behave. I was worried he’d be. . . I don’t know, stuffy or something.”


  “Me, too. But he’s actually. . .” What was Maxon actually? He was sort of stuffy, but not in a way that was as off-putting as I’d imagined. Undeniably a prince, but still so . . . so. . . “Normal.”


  Marlee wasn’t looking at me anymore. She’d lost herself in a daydream as we walked. I hoped that this image of Maxon that she was building was one he could deliver. And that she would be the kind of girl he wanted. I left her at her door with a small wave and went on to my room.


  My thoughts of Marlee and Maxon flew out of my head as soon as I opened the door. Anne and Mary were crouched around a very distressed Lucy. Her face was red with tears falling down her cheeks; her usual tiny trembles were full-on shakes, racking her entire body.


  “Calm down now, Lucy, everything’s fine,” Anne was whispering as she stroked Lucy’s messy hair.


  “Everything is over now. No one was hurt. You’re safe, dear,” Mary cooed, holding a twitching hand.


  I was too shocked to speak. This moment was Lucy’s private struggle, not meant for my eyes. I went to back out of my room, but Lucy caught me before I could back away.


  “S-s-sorry, Lady, Lady, Lady. . .,” she stammered. The others looked up with anxious expressions.


  “Don’t trouble yourself. Are you all right?” I asked, closing the door so no one else would see.


  Lucy tried to start again, but couldn’t form the words. Her tears and the shaking were overwhelming her little body.


  “She’ll be fine, miss,” Anne interceded. “It takes a few hours, but she calms down once everything’s quiet. If it stays bad, we can take her to the hospital wing.” Anne dropped her voice. “Only Lucy doesn’t want that. If they think you’re unfit, they hide you down in the laundry rooms or the kitchen. Lucy likes being a maid.”


  I didn’t know who Anne thought she was hiding her voice from. We were all surrounding Lucy, and she could hear those words clearly, even in her state.


  “P-p-please, miss. I don’t—I don’t—I. . .,” she tried.


  “Hush. No one’s turning you in,” I told her. I looked to Anne and Mary. “Help me get her on the bed.”


  With the three of us it should have been easy, but Lucy was writhing so that her arms and legs would slip from our hands. It took quite a bit of effort to get her settled. Once we tucked her under the covers, the comfort of the bed seemed to do more than our words could. Lucy’s shudders became slower, and she stared vacantly at the canopy above the bed.


  Mary sat on the edge of the bed and started humming a tune, reminding me all too much of the way I would baby May when she was sick. I pulled Anne into a corner, far away from Lucy’s ears.


  “What happened? Did someone get through?” I asked. I would expect to be told if that were the case.


  “No, no,” Anne assured me. “Lucy always gets like this when the rebels come. Just talking about them will send her into a crying fit. She. . .”


  Anne looked down to her polished black shoes, trying to decide if she should tell me something. I didn’t want to pry into Lucy’s life, but I did want to understand. She took a deep breath and started.


  “Some of us were born here. Mary was born in the castle, and her parents are still here. I was an orphan, taken in because the palace needed staff.” She straightened her dress, as if she could rub off this piece of her history that seemed to bother her. “Lucy was sold to the palace.”


  “Sold? How can that be? There aren’t slaves here.”


  “Not technically, no, but that doesn’t mean it doesn’t happen. Lucy’s family needed money for an operation for her mother. They gave their services over to a family of Threes in exchange for the money. Her mother never got better, they never made their way out of the debt, so Lucy and her father had been living with this family for ages. From what I understand, it wasn’t much better than living in a barn with the way they were kept.


  “The son had taken a liking to Lucy, and I know sometimes it doesn’t matter what caste you’re in, but Six to Three is quite a jump. When his mother discovered his intentions for Lucy, she sold her and her father to the palace. I remember when she came. Cried for days. They must have been terribly in love.”


  I looked over at Lucy. At least in my case, one of us got to make the decision. She had no choice when it came to losing the man she loved.


  “Lucy’s dad works in the stables. He’s not very fast or strong, but he’s incredibly dedicated. And Lucy is a maid. I know it might seem silly to you, but it’s an honor to be a maid in the palace. We are the front line. We are the ones deemed fit enough and smart enough and attractive enough to be seen by anyone who comes to call. We take our positions seriously, and with reason. If you screw up, you’re put in the kitchen, where your fingers are working all day, and the clothes are baggy. Or you chop firewood or rake the grounds. It’s no small thing to be a maid.”


  I felt stupid. In my mind, they were all Sixes. But there were rankings even within that, statuses that I didn’t understand.


  “Two years ago, there was an attack on the palace in the middle of the night. They got the guards’ uniforms, and everyone was confused. It was such disarray, no one knew who to attack or defend, and people slipped through holes in the lines . . . it was terrifying.”


  I shuddered just thinking about it. The dark, the confusion, the wide expanse of the palace. Compared to this morning, it sounded like the work of Southerners.


  “One of the rebels got ahold of Lucy.” Anne ducked her eyes for a minute. She spoke her next lines quietly. “I’m not sure they have very many women with them, if you catch my meaning.”


  “Oh.”


  “I didn’t see this myself, but Lucy told me that this man was covered in grime. She said he kept licking her face.”


  Anne cringed away from the thought. My stomach heaved, threatening to bring up my breakfast. It was positively revolting, and I could see how someone who’d already been as scarred as Lucy would break under that kind of attack.


  “He was dragging her off somewhere, and she was screaming as loud as she could. In the commotion, it was hard to hear her cries. But another guard came around the corner, a real one. He took aim and fired a bullet right through the man’s head. The rebel fell to the ground, pinning Lucy. She was covered in blood.”


  I covered my mouth. I couldn’t imagine delicate little Lucy going through all that. No wonder she reacted this way.


  “She was treated for some cuts, but no one ever really saw to her mind. She’s a little jittery now but tries to hide it as best she can. And it’s not just for her sake, but her father’s. He’s so proud that his daughter is good enough to be a maid. She doesn’t want to let him down. We try to keep her calm, but every time the rebels come, she thinks it’s going to be worse. Someone’s going to take her this time, hurt her, kill her.


  “She’s trying, miss, but I’m not sure how much more of this she can stand.”


  I nodded, looking over to Lucy in the bed. She had closed her eyes and fallen asleep, even though it was still quite early.


  I spent the rest of the day reading. Anne and Mary cleaned things that weren’t dirty. We all stayed quiet while Lucy recovered.


  I promised myself that, if I could help it, Lucy wouldn’t have to go through that again.


  CHAPTER 14


  AS I PREDICTED, THE GIRLS who had asked to go home changed their minds once everything had settled down. None of us knew exactly who had wanted out, but there were some—Celeste in particular—who were determined to find out. For the time being we remained at twenty-seven girls.


  The attack was so inconsequential, according to the king, that it barely warranted notice. However, since camera crews had been making their way in that morning, some of it was aired live. Apparently the king wasn’t pleased about that. It made me wonder just how many attacks the palace suffered through that we never heard about. Was it far less safe here than I’d thought?


  Silvia explained that if the attack had been much worse, we would have all been able to call our families and tell them we were safe. As it was, we were instructed to write letters home instead.


  I wrote that I was well and that the attack probably seemed worse than it was and that the king had us all kept safely tucked away. I urged them not to worry about me and told them that I missed them and handed the letter off to a helpful maid.


  The day after the attack passed without incident. I had planned on going down to the Women’s Room to talk up Maxon to the others, but after seeing Lucy so shaken, I chose to keep to my room.


  I didn’t know what my three maids busied themselves with while I was away, but when I was in the room, they played card games with me and let pieces of gossip slip into the conversation.


  I learned that for every dozen people I saw in the palace, there were a hundred or more behind them. The cooks and laundresses I knew about, but there were also people whose sole job was to keep the windows clean. It took a solid week for the team to get them all done, by the end of which the dust would find its way past the palace walls and cling to the clean glass, and they’d have to be washed all over again. There were also jewelers hidden away, making pieces for the family and gifts for visitors, and teams of seamstresses and buyers keeping the royal family—and now us—immaculately clothed.


  I learned other things, too. The guards they thought were the cutest and the horrid new design of a dress the head maid was making the staff wear for the holiday parties. How some in the palace were taking bets on which Selected girl might win and that I was in the top ten picks. A baby of one of the cooks was sick beyond hope, which made Anne tear up a bit. This girl happened to be a close friend of hers, and the couple had been waiting so long for a child.


  Listening to them and joining in when I had something worth saying, I couldn’t imagine anything more entertaining happening downstairs and was glad to have such company. The mood in my room was a quiet and happy one.


  The day had been so nice, I stayed up there the day after as well. This time, we kept the doors open to both the hallway and the balcony, and the warm air filtered in and wrapped itself around us. It seemed to do particularly wonderful things for Lucy, and I wondered how often she actually got to step outside.


  Anne made a comment about how this was all inappropriate—me sitting with them, playing games with the doors open—but let it drop almost immediately. She was quickly getting over trying to make me the lady it seemed I ought to be.


  We were in the middle of a game of cards when I noticed a figure out of the corner of my eye. It was Maxon, standing at the open door, looking amused. As our eyes met, I could see that his expression was clearly asking what in the world I was doing. I stood, smiling, and walked over to him.


  “Oh, sweet Lord,” Anne muttered as she realized the prince was at the door. She immediately swept the cards into a sewing basket and stood, Mary and Lucy following suit.


  “Ladies,” Maxon said.


  “Your Majesty,” she said with a curtsy. “Such an honor, sir.”


  “For me as well,” he answered with a smile.


  The maids looked back and forth to one another, flattered. We were all silent for a moment, not quite sure what to do.


  Mary suddenly piped up. “We were just leaving.”


  “Yes! That’s right,” Lucy added. “We were—uh—just. . .” She looked to Anne for help.


  “Going to finish Lady America’s dress for Friday,” Anne concluded.


  “That’s right,” Mary said. “Only two days left.”


  They slowly circled us to get out of the room, huge smiles plastered on their faces.


  “Wouldn’t want to keep you from your work,” Maxon said, following them with his eyes, completely fascinated with their behavior.


  Once in the hall, they gave awkwardly mistimed curtsies and walked away at a feverish pace. Immediately after they rounded the corner, Lucy’s giggles echoed down the corridor, followed by Anne’s intense hushing.


  “Quite a group you have,” Maxon said, walking into my room, surveying the space.


  “They keep me on my toes,” I answered with a smile.


  “It’s clear they have affection for you. That’s hard to find.” He stopped looking at my room and faced me. “This isn’t what I imagined your room would look like.”


  I raised an arm and let it fall. “It’s not really my room, is it? It belongs to you, and I just happen to be borrowing it.”


  He made a face. “Surely they told you that changes could be made? A new bed, different paint.”


  I shrugged. “A coat of paint wouldn’t make this mine. Girls like me don’t live in houses with marble floors,” I joked.


  Maxon smiled. “What does your room at home look like?”


  “Um, what did you come for exactly?” I hedged.


  “Oh! I had an idea.”


  “About?”


  “Well,” he started, continuing to walk around the room, “I thought that since you and I don’t have the typical relationship that I have with the other girls, maybe we should have . . . alternative means of communication.” He stopped in front of my mirror and looked at the pictures of my family. “Your little sister looks just like you,” he said, amused by this observation.


  I walked deeper into my room. “We get that a lot. What was that about alternative communication?”


  Maxon finished up with the pictures and moved toward the piano in the back. “Since you are supposed to be helping me, being my friend and all,” he continued with a pointed look at me, “perhaps we shouldn’t be relying on the traditional notes sent through maids and formal invitations for dates. I was thinking something a little less ceremonial.”


  He picked up the sheet music on top of the piano. “Did you bring these?”


  “No, those were here. Anything I really want to play, I can do from memory.”


  His eyebrows rose. “Impressive.” He moved back in my direction without finishing his explanation.


  “Could you please stop poking around and complete an entire thought?”


  Maxon sighed. “Fine. What I was thinking was that you and I could have a sign or something, some way of communicating that we need to speak to each other that no one else would catch onto. Perhaps rubbing our noses?” Maxon ran a finger back and forth just above his lips.


  “That looks like your nose is stopped up. Not attractive.”


  He gave me a slightly perplexed look and nodded. “Very well. Perhaps we could simply run our fingers through our hair?”


  I shook my head almost immediately. “My hair is almost always pulled up with pins. It’s nearly impossible to get my fingers through it. Besides, what if you happen to be wearing your crown? You’d knock it off your head.”


  He shook a thoughtful finger at me. “Excellent point. Hmmm.” He passed me, continuing to think, and stopped near the table by my bed. “What about tugging your ear?”


  I considered. “I like it. Simple enough to hide, but not so common we could mistake it for something else. Ear tugging it is.”


  Maxon’s attention was fixated on something, but he turned to smile at me. “I’m glad you approve. The next time you want to see me, simply tug your ear, and I’ll come as soon as I’m able. Probably after dinner,” he concluded with a shrug.


  Before I could ask about me coming to him, Maxon strolled across the room with my jar in his hand. “What in the world is this about?”


  I sighed. “That, I’m afraid, is beyond explanation.”


  Friday arrived, and with that came our debut on the Illéa Capital Report. It was something that was required of us, but at least this week all we had to do was sit there. With the time difference, we’d go on at five, sit through the hour, and then go off to dinner.


  Anne, Mary, and Lucy took extra care in dressing me. The gown was a deep blue, hovering near purple. It was fitted through my hips, and fanned out in satiny smooth waves behind me. I couldn’t believe I was touching something so beautiful. Button after button was fastened up my back, and my maids put pins bedecked with pearls in my hair. They added tiny pearl earrings and a necklace made of wire so thin and pearls so far apart they looked like they floated on my skin, and I was done.


  I looked in the mirror. I still looked like me. It was the prettiest version of myself I’d seen so far, but I knew that face. Ever since my name had been drawn, I’d feared I would become something unrecognizable—covered in layers of makeup and so hung down with jewelry that I’d have to dig out of it for weeks to find myself again. So far, I was still America.


  And, exactly like myself, I found that I was covered in a sheen of sweat as I walked down to the room where they recorded messages at the palace. They’d told us to be there ten minutes early. Ten minutes meant fifteen to me. It meant more like three to someone like Celeste. So the arrival of the girls was staggered.


  Hordes of people were swarming around, putting the last touches on the set—which now held rows of tiered seating for the Selected. The council members who I recognized from years of watching the Report were there, reading over their scripts and adjusting their ties. The Selected crowd were checking themselves in mirrors and tugging at their extravagant dresses. It was a flurry of activity.


  I turned and caught the briefest of moments in Maxon’s life. His mother, the beautiful Queen Amberly, pushed some stray hairs back into place. He straightened his jacket and said something to her. She gave a reassuring nod, and Maxon smiled. I would have watched a little longer, but Silvia, in all her glory, came to escort me into place.


  “Just head over to the risers, Lady America,” she said. “You may sit anywhere you like. So you know, most of the girls have already claimed the front row.” She looked sorry for me, as if she were delivering bad news.


  “Oh, thank you,” I said, and went happily to take a seat in the back.


  I didn’t like climbing the little steps with a snug dress and such strappy shoes. (Were the shoes really necessary? No one was even going to see my feet.) But I managed. When I saw Marlee come in, she smiled and waved and came to sit right next to me. It meant a great deal to me that she chose a place beside me as opposed to a spot in the second row. She was faithful. She’d make a great queen.


  Her dress was a brilliant yellow. With her blond hair and sun-kissed skin, she looked like she was radiating light into the room.


  “Marlee, I love that dress. You look fantastic!”


  “Oh, thank you.” She blushed. “I thought it might be a bit too much.”


  “Not at all! Trust me, it’s perfect on you.”


  “I’ve wanted to speak to you, but you’ve been missing. Do you think we could talk tomorrow?” she asked in a whisper.


  “Of course. In the Women’s Room, right? It’s Saturday,” I said in a matched tone.


  “Okay,” she answered excitedly.


  Just in front of us, Amy turned around. “I feel like my pins are falling out. Can you guys check them?”


  Without a word, Marlee put her slim fingers in the curls of Amy’s hair and checked for loose pins. “That feel better?”


  Amy sighed. “Yes, thank you.”


  “America, is there lipstick on my teeth?” Zoe asked. I turned to my left and found her smiling maniacally, exposing all her pearly whites.


  “No, you’re good,” I answered, seeing out of the corner of my eye that Marlee was nodding in confirmation.


  “Thanks. How is he so calm?” Zoe asked, pointing over at Maxon, who was talking to a member of the crew. She then bent down and put her head between her legs and started doing controlled breathing.


  Marlee and I looked at each other, eyes wide with amusement, and tried not to laugh. It was hard if we looked at Zoe, so we surveyed the room and chatted about what others were wearing. There were several girls in seductive reds and lively greens, but no one else in blue. Olivia had gone so far as to wear orange. I’d admit that I didn’t know that much about fashion, but Marlee and I both agreed that someone should have intervened on her behalf. The color made her skin look kind of green.


  Two minutes before the cameras turned on, we realized it wasn’t the dress making her look green. Olivia vomited into the closest trash can very loudly and collapsed on the floor. Silvia swooped in, and a fuss was made to wipe the sweat off her and get her into a seat. She was placed in the back row with a small receptacle at her feet, just in case.


  Bariel was in the seat in front of her. I couldn’t hear what she muttered to the poor girl from where I was, but it looked like Bariel was prepared to injure Olivia should she have another episode near her.


  I guessed that Maxon had seen or heard some of the commotion, and I looked over to see if he was having any sort of reaction to it all. But he wasn’t looking toward the disturbance; he was looking at me. Quickly—so quickly it would look like nothing but scratching an itch to anyone else—Maxon reached up and tugged on his ear. I repeated the action back, and we both turned away.


  I was excited to know that tonight, after dinner, Maxon would be stopping by my room.


  Suddenly the anthem music was playing, and I could see the national emblem on tiny screens around the room. I shifted to sit up straighter. All I could think was that my family was going to see me tonight, and I wanted them to be proud.


  King Clarkson was at the podium speaking about the brief and unsuccessful attack on the palace. I wouldn’t have called it unsuccessful. It managed to scare the daylights out of most of us. Announcement after announcement came, and I tried to be aware of everything they said, but it was hard. I was used to watching this on a comfy couch with bowls of popcorn and family commentary.


  Many of the announcements tied into the rebels, placing blame for certain things on their shoulders. The roads being built in Sumner were behind schedule because of the rebels, and the number of local officers in Atlin was down because they’d been sent to help with a rebel-caused disturbance in St. George. I had no idea either of those things had happened. Between everything I’d heard and seen growing up and what I’d learned since coming to the palace, I began to wonder just how much we knew about the rebels. Maybe I just didn’t understand, but I didn’t think they could be blamed for everything that was wrong with Illéa.


  And then, as if he had appeared out of thin air, Gavril was walking on set after being introduced by the Master of Events.


  “Good evening, everyone. Tonight I have a special announcement. The Selection has been going for a week now and eight ladies have already gone home, leaving twenty-seven beautiful women for Prince Maxon to choose from. Next week, by hook or by crook, the majority of the Illéa Capital Report will be dedicated to getting to know these amazing young women.”


  I felt the little beads of sweat pooling on my temple. Sit here and look nice. . . I could do that. But answer questions? I knew I wasn’t going to win this little game; that wasn’t the issue. I just really, really didn’t want to look like a moron in front of the entire country.


  “Before we get to the ladies, tonight let’s take a moment with the man of the hour. How are you tonight, Prince Maxon?” Gavril said, walking across the stage. Maxon had been ambushed. He didn’t have a microphone or prepared answers.


  Just before Gavril’s microphone reached Maxon’s face, I caught his eye and gave him a wink. That tiny action was enough to make him smile.


  “I’m very well, Gavril, thank you.”


  “Are you enjoying your company so far?”


  “Yes! It’s been a pleasure getting to know these ladies.”


  “Are they all the sweet, gentle ladies they appear to be?” Gavril asked. Before Maxon replied, the answer brought a smile to my face. Because I knew that it was yes . . . sort of.


  “Umm. . .” Maxon looked past Gavril at me. “Almost.”


  “Almost?” Gavril asked, surprised. He turned to us. “Is someone over there being naughty?”


  Mercifully, all the girls let out light giggles, so I blended in. The little traitor!


  “What exactly did these girls do that isn’t so sweet?” Gavril asked Maxon.


  “Oh, well, let me tell you.” Maxon crossed his legs and got very comfortable in his chair. It was probably the most relaxed I’d ever seen him, sitting there poking fun at me. I liked this side of him. I wished it would come out more often. “One of them had the nerve to yell at me rather forcefully the first time we met. I was given a very severe scolding.”


  Above Maxon’s head, the king and queen exchanged a glance. It seemed they were hearing this story for the first time, too. Beside me the girls were looking at one another, confused. I didn’t get it until Marlee said something.


  “I don’t remember anyone yelling at him in the Great Room. Do you?”


  Maxon seemed to have forgotten that our first meeting was meant to be a secret. “I think he’s talking it up to make it funnier. I did say some serious things to him. I think he might mean me.”


  “A scolding, you say? Whatever for?” Gavril continued.


  “Honestly, I wasn’t really sure. I think it was a bout of homesickness. Which is why I forgave her, of course.” Maxon was loose and easy now, talking to Gavril as if he were the only person in the room. I’d have to tell him later how wonderful he did.


  “So she’s still with us, then?” Gavril looked over at the collection of girls, grinning widely, and then returned to face his prince.


  “Oh, yes. She’s still here,” Maxon said, not letting his eyes wander from Gavril’s face. “And I plan on keeping her here for quite a while.”


  CHAPTER 15


  DINNER WAS DISAPPOINTING. NEXT WEEK I’d have to tell my maids to leave some room in the dress for me to eat.


  In my room, Anne, Mary, and Lucy waited to help me out of my gown, but I explained that I’d need to stay in it a little bit longer. Anne figured it out first—that Maxon was coming to see me—because I was always eager to get out of the binding clothes.


  “Would you like us to stay later tonight? It’s no problem,” Mary said just a little too hopefully. After the calamity of Maxon visiting earlier this week, I decided sending them out as early as possible was the best way to go. Besides, I couldn’t bear to have them watching me until he showed up.


  “No, no. I’m fine. If I have a problem with the dress later, I’ll ring.”


  They reluctantly backed out the door and left me to wait for Maxon. I didn’t know how long he’d be, and I didn’t want to start a book and have to stop, or sit down at the piano only to hop right back up. I ended up just lounging on the bed, waiting. I let my mind wander. I thought of Marlee and her kindness. I realized that, besides a few small details, I knew very little about her. Still, I trusted that her actions toward me were in no way fake. And then I thought of the girls who were all too fake. I wondered if Maxon could tell the difference.


  It seemed like Maxon’s experience with women was so great and so small at once. He was gentlemanly enough, but when he got too close, he came undone. It was like he knew how to treat a lady, he just didn’t know how to treat a date.


  It was quite a contrast to Aspen.


  Aspen.


  His name, his face, his memory hit me so quickly it was hard to process. Aspen. What was he doing now? It was getting close to curfew in Carolina. He’d still be at work, if he had a job today. Or maybe out with Brenna, or whoever else he’d decided to start spending his time with since we broke up. Part of me ached to know . . . part of me wanted to crumble just thinking about it.


  I looked over to my jar. I picked it up and felt the penny slide around, so lonely.


  “Me, too,” I whispered. “Me, too.”


  Was it stupid of me to keep this? I’d given back everything else, so why save one little penny? Would this be all I had left? A penny in a jar to show my daughter one day, to tell her about my first boyfriend—the one no one knew about?


  I didn’t have time to dwell on my worries. Maxon’s firm knock came only minutes later. I found myself running to the door.


  I drew it open in a big sweep, and Maxon looked surprised to see me.


  “Where in the world are your maids?” he asked, surveying my room.


  “Gone. I send them off when I come back from dinner.”


  “Every day?”


  “Yes, of course. I can take my clothes off by myself, thank you.”


  Maxon raised his eyebrows and smiled. I blushed. I hadn’t meant it to come out like that.


  “Grab a wrap. It’s chilly out.”


  We walked down the hall. I was still a little distracted by my thoughts, and I knew by now that Maxon wasn’t great with starting conversations. I had looped my hand around his arm almost immediately, though. I was glad that there was a sort of familiarity there.


  “If you insist on not keeping your maids around, I’m going to have to post a guard outside your door,” he said.


  “No! I don’t like being babysat.”


  He chuckled. “He’d be outside. You wouldn’t even know he was there.”


  “I would too,” I complained. “I’d sense his presence.”


  Maxon made a playfully exhausted sigh. I was so busy arguing, I didn’t hear the whispers until they were practically in front of us. Celeste, Emmica, and Tiny were heading past us toward their rooms.


  “Ladies,” Maxon said, and gave a small head nod.


  I supposed it was foolish to think no one would see us together. I felt my face heat up, but I wasn’t sure why.


  The girls all curtsied and carried on their way. I looked over my shoulder at them as we went toward the stairs. Emmica and Tiny looked curious. Within minutes, they would be telling others about this. I would be cornered tomorrow for sure. Celeste was staring daggers at me. I was sure she thought I had personally wronged her.


  I turned away and said the first thing that came to mind.


  “I told you the girls who got nervous about the attack would end up staying.” I didn’t know exactly who had asked to leave, but rumors pointed to Tiny as being one. She had fainted. Someone else had said Bariel, but I knew that was a lie. You’d have to pry the crown out of her cold dead hands first.


  “You can’t imagine what a relief that was.” He sounded sincere.


  It took me a moment to think of how to respond, as that wasn’t quite what I was expecting, and I was very focused on not falling. I didn’t know how to take steps down very well while holding on to someone else. The heels didn’t help. At least if I slipped, he would grab me.


  “I would have thought it would be helpful in a way,” I said as we made it to the first floor and I found my footing again. “I mean, it has to be complicated to pick one person out of all these girls. If the circumstances weeded some out for you, shouldn’t that make it easier?”


  Maxon shrugged. “I suppose it should. But it didn’t feel that way at all, I assure you.” He looked hurt. “Good evening, sirs,” he greeted the guards, who opened the doors to the garden without the slightest hesitation. Maybe I would have to take Maxon up on that offer to have them know I liked to go outside. The idea of being able to escape so easily was appealing.


  “I don’t understand,” I said as he led me to a bench—our bench—and let me sit facing the lights of the palace. He took a seat with his body facing the opposite direction, so that we were sort of turned in toward each other. It was an easy way to talk.


  He looked hesitant about sharing, but he took a breath and spoke. “Maybe I was just flattering myself, thinking I’d be worth some sort of risk. Not that I’d wish that on anyone!” he clarified. “I don’t mean that. It just. . . I don’t know. Don’t you all see everything I’m risking?”


  “Umm, no. You’re here with your family to give you advice, and we all live around your schedule. Everything about your life stays the same, and ours changed overnight. What in the world could you possibly be risking?”


  Maxon looked shocked.


  “America, I might have my family, but imagine how embarrassing it is to have your parents watch as you attempt to date for the first time. And not just your parents—the whole country! Worse than that, it’s not even a normal style of dating.


  “And living around my schedule? When I’m not with you all, I’m organizing troops, making laws, perfecting budgets . . . and all on my own these days, while my father watches me stumble in my own stupidity because I have none of his experience. And then, when I inevitably do things in a way he wouldn’t, he goes and corrects my mistakes. And while I’m trying to do all this work, you—the girls, I mean—are all I can think about. I’m excited and terrified by the lot of you!”


  He was using his hands more than I’d ever seen, whipping them in the air and running them through his hair.


  “And you think my life isn’t changing? What do you think my chances might be of finding a soul mate in the group of you? I’ll be lucky if I can just find someone who’ll be able to stand me for the rest of our lives. What if I’ve already sent her home because I was relying on some sort of spark I didn’t feel? What if she’s waiting to leave me at the first sign of adversity? What if I don’t find anyone at all? What do I do then, America?”


  His speech had started out angered and impassioned, but by the end his questions weren’t rhetorical anymore. He really wanted to know: What was he going to do if no one here was even close to being someone he could love? Though that didn’t even seem to be his main concern; he was more worried that no one would love him.


  “Actually, Maxon, I think you will find your soul mate here. Honestly.”


  “Really?” His voice charged with hope at my prediction.


  “Absolutely.” I put a hand on his shoulder. He seemed to be comforted by that touch alone. I wondered how often people simply touched him. “If your life is as upside down as you say it is, then she has to be here somewhere. In my experience, true love is usually the most inconvenient kind.” I smiled weakly.


  He seemed happy to hear those words, and they consoled me as well. Because I believed them. And if I couldn’t have love of my own, the best I could do was help Maxon find it himself.


  “I hope you and Marlee hit it off. She’s incredibly sweet.”


  Maxon made a strange face. “She seems so.”


  “What? Is something wrong with sweet?”


  “No, no. Sweet is good.”


  He didn’t elaborate.


  “What do you keep looking for?” he asked suddenly.


  “What?”


  “You can’t seem to keep your eyes in one place. I can tell that you’re paying attention, but you seem to be looking for something.”


  I realized he was right. All through his little speech, I’d scanned the garden and the windows and even the towers along the walls. I was getting paranoid.


  “People . . . cameras. . .” I shook my head as I looked into the night.


  “We’re alone. There’s just the guard by the door.” Maxon pointed to the lone figure in the palace lamplight. He was right, no one had followed us out, and the windows were all lit up but vacant. I’d seen that already through my scanning, but it helped to have it confirmed.


  I felt my posture relax a little.


  “You don’t like people watching you, do you?” he asked.


  “Not really. I prefer being below the radar. That’s what I’m used to, you know?” I traced the patterns carved into the perfect block of stone beneath me, not meeting his eyes.


  “You’ll have to adjust to that. When you leave here, eyes will be on you for the rest of your life. My mom still talks to some of the women she was with when she went through the Selection. They’re all viewed as important women. Still.”


  “Great,” I moaned. “Just one more thing I can’t wait to go home to.”


  Maxon’s face was apologetic, but I had to look away. I was freshly reminded of how much this stupid competition was costing me, how my idea of normal was never coming back. It didn’t seem fair....


  But I checked myself again. I shouldn’t take it out on Maxon. He was as much a victim in this as the rest of us, though in a very different way. I sighed and looked back to him. I saw his face set as he decided something.


  “America, could I ask you something personal?”


  “Maybe,” I hedged. He gave me a humorless smile.


  “It’s just . . . well, I can tell that you really don’t like it here. You hate the rules and the competition and the attention and the clothes and the . . . well, no, you like the food.” He smiled. I did, too. “You miss your home and your family . . . and I suspect other people very, very much. Your feelings are incredibly close to the surface.”


  “Yeah.” I rolled my eyes. “I know.”


  “But you’re willing to be homesick and miserable here instead of going home. Why?”


  I felt the lump rise in my throat, and I pushed it back down.


  “I’m not miserable . . . and you know why.”


  “Well, sometimes you seem okay. I see you smiling when you talk to some of the other girls, and you seem very content at meals, I’ll give you that. But other times you just look so sad. Would you tell me why? The whole story?”


  “It’s just another failed love story. It’s nothing big or exciting. Trust me.” Please don’t push me. I don’t want to cry.


  “For better or for worse, I’d like to know one true love story besides my parents’, one that was outside these walls and the rules and the structure.... Please?”


  The truth was I’d carried the secret for so long, I couldn’t imagine putting it into words. And it hurt so much to think of Aspen. Could I even say his name out loud? I took a deep breath. Maxon was my friend now. He tried so hard to be nice to me. And he’d been so honest with me....


  “In the world out there”—I pointed past the vast walls—“the castes take care of one another. Sometimes. Like my father has three families who buy at least one painting every year, and I have families that always pick me to sing at their Christmas parties. They’re our patrons, see?


  “Well, we were sort of patrons to his family. They’re Sixes. When we could afford to have someone help clean or if we needed help with the inventory, we always called his mother. I knew him when we were kids, but he was older than me, closer to my brother’s age. They always played rough, so I avoided them.


  “My older brother, Kota, he’s an artist like my dad. A few years back this one metal sculpture piece that he’d been working on for years sold for a massive amount of money. You may have heard of him.”


  Maxon mouthed the words Kota Singer. The seconds passed, and I saw the connection click in his brain.


  I brushed my hair off my shoulders and braced myself.


  “We were really excited for Kota; he’d worked really hard on that piece. And we needed that money so badly at the time, the whole family was elated. But Kota kept almost all the money for himself. That one sculpture catapulted him; people started calling for his work every day. Now he has a waiting list a mile long and charges through the roof because he can. I think he might be a little addicted to the fame. Fives rarely get that kind of notice.”


  Our eyes met in a very significant moment, and I thought again of how I was past ever going unnoticed again, whether I wanted to be or not.


  “Anyway, after the calls started coming, Kota decided to detach himself from the family. My older sister had just gotten married, so we lost her income. Then Kota starts making real money, and he up and leaves us.” I put my hands on Maxon’s chest to emphasize my point. “You don’t do that. You don’t just leave your family. Sticking together . . . it’s the only way to survive.”


  I saw the understanding in Maxon’s eyes. “He kept it all for himself. Trying to buy his way up?”


  I nodded. “He’s got his heart set on being a Two. If he was happy being a Three or Four, he could have bought that title and helped us, but he’s obsessed. It’s stupid, really. He lives more than comfortably, but it’s that damn label he wants. He won’t stop until he gets it.”


  Maxon shook his head. “That could take a lifetime.”


  “As long as he dies with a Two on his gravestone, I guess he doesn’t care.”


  “I take it you’re not close anymore?”


  I sighed. “Not now. But at first I thought that I’d just misunderstood something. I thought that Kota was moving out to be independent, not to separate himself from us. In the beginning, I was on his side. When Kota got his apartment and studio set up, I went to help him. And he called the same family of Sixes we always did and their eldest son was available and eager and worked with Kota a few days helping set things up.”


  I paused, remembering.


  “So there I was, just pulling things out of boxes . . . and there he was. Our eyes met, and he didn’t seem so old or rough anymore. It had been awhile since we’d seen each other, you know? We weren’t kids anymore.


  “The whole day I was there, we would accidentally touch each other as we moved things around. He would look at me or smile, and I felt like I was really alive for the first time. I just. . . I was crazy about him.”


  My voice finally broke, and some of the tears I’d been longing to shed came out.


  “We lived pretty close to each other, so I’d take walks during the day just in case I might get to see him. Whenever his mother came by to help, sometimes he’d show up too. And we’d just watch each other—that’s all we could do.” I let out a tiny sob. “He’s a Six and I’m a Five, and there are laws . . . and my mother! Oh, she would have been furious. No one could know.”


  I was moving my hands a little spastically, the stress of all the secret-keeping coming to the surface.


  “Soon, there were little anonymous notes left taped to my window telling me I was beautiful or that I sang like an angel. And I knew they were from him.


  “The night of my fifteenth birthday, my mom threw a party and his family was invited. He cornered me and gave me my birthday card and told me to read it when I was alone. When I finally got to it, it didn’t have his name or even a ‘Happy Birthday’ on the inside. It just said, ‘Tree house. Midnight.’”


  Maxon’s eyes widened. “Midnight? But—”


  “You should know that I break Illéa curfew regularly.”


  “You could have landed yourself in jail, America.” He shook his head.


  I shrugged. “Back then, it seemed inconsequential. That first time, I felt like I was flying. Here he was, figuring out a way for us to be alone together. I just couldn’t believe he wanted to be alone with me.


  “That night I waited up in my room and watched the tree house in my backyard. Near midnight, I saw someone climb up. I remember I actually went to brush my teeth again, just in case. I crept out my window and up the tree. And he was there. I just. . . I couldn’t believe it.


  “I don’t remember how it started, but soon we were confessing how we felt about each other, and we couldn’t stop laughing because we were so happy the other one felt the same way. And I just couldn’t be bothered to worry about breaking curfew or lying to my parents. And I didn’t care that I was a Five and he was a Six. I didn’t worry about the future. Because nothing could matter as much as him loving me. . .


  “And he did, Maxon, he did....”


  More tears. I clutched my chest, feeling Aspen’s absence like I never had. Saying it out loud only made it more real. There was nothing to do but finish the story.


  “We dated in secret for two years. We were happy, but he was always worried about us sneaking around and how he couldn’t give me what he thought I deserved. When we got the notice about the Selection, he insisted that I sign up.”


  Maxon’s mouth dropped open.


  “I know. It was so stupid. But it would have hung over him forever if I didn’t try. And I honestly, honestly thought that I would never get chosen. How could I?”


  I raised my hands in the air and let them fall. I was still baffled by it all.


  “I found out from his mom that he’d been saving up to marry some mystery girl. I was so excited. I made him a little surprise dinner, thinking I could coax the proposal out of him. I was so ready.


  “But when he saw all the money that I’d spent on him, it upset him. He’s very proud. He wanted to spoil me, not the other way around, and I guess he saw then that he’d never be able to. So he broke up with me instead....


  “One week later, my name got called.”


  I heard Maxon whisper something unintelligible.


  “The last time I saw him was at my send-off,” I choked. “He was with another girl.”


  “WHAT?” Maxon shouted.


  I buried my head in my hands.


  “The thing is, it drives me crazy because I know other girls are after him, they always were, and now he has no reason to turn them down. Maybe he’s even with the girl from my send-off. I don’t know. And I can’t do anything about it. But the thought of going home and watching it. . . I just can’t, Maxon....”


  I wept and wept, and Maxon didn’t rush me. When the tears finally started to slow, I spoke.


  “Maxon, I hope you find someone you can’t live without. I really do. And I hope you never have to know what it’s like to have to try and live without them.”


  Maxon’s face was a shallow echo of my own pain. He looked absolutely brokenhearted for me. More than that, he looked angry.


  “I’m sorry, America. I don’t. . .” His face shifted a little. “Is this a good time to pat your shoulder?”


  His uncertainty made me smile. “Yes. Now would be a great time.”


  He seemed as skeptical as he’d been the other day, but instead of just patting my shoulder, he leaned in and tentatively wrapped his arms around me.


  “I only really ever hug my mother. Is this okay?” he asked.


  I laughed. “It’s hard to get a hug wrong.”


  After a minute, I spoke again. “I know what you mean, though. I don’t really hug anyone besides my family.”


  I felt so drained after the long day of dressing and the Report and dinner and talking. It was nice to have Maxon just hold me, sometimes even patting my hair. He wasn’t as lost as he seemed. He patiently waited for my breathing to slow, and when it did, he pulled back to look at me.


  “America, I promise you I’ll keep you here until the last possible moment. I understand that they want me to narrow the Elite down to three and then choose. But I swear to you, I’ll make it to two and keep you here until then. I won’t make you leave a moment before I have to. Or the moment you’re ready. Whichever comes first.”


  I nodded.


  “I know we just met, but I think you’re wonderful. And it bothers me to see you hurt. If he were here, I’d. . . I’d. . .” Maxon shook with frustration, then sighed. “I’m so sorry, America.”


  He pulled me back in, and I rested my head on his broad shoulder. I knew Maxon would keep his promises. So I settled into perhaps the last place I ever thought I’d find genuine comfort.


  CHAPTER 16


  WHEN I WOKE THE NEXT MORNING, my eyelids felt heavy. As I rubbed the tiny ache out of them, I felt glad that I’d told Maxon everything. It seemed so funny that the palace—the beautiful cage—was the one place I could actually let myself be open about everything I’d been feeling.


  Maxon’s promise settled in during the night, and I felt sure that I’d be safe here. This whole process of Maxon whittling down thirty-five women to one was going to take weeks, maybe months. Time and space were just what I needed. I couldn’t be sure I’d ever get over Aspen. I’d heard my mom talk about your first love being the one that sticks with you. But maybe I’d be able to just feel normal sooner rather than later with this time in between us.


  My maids didn’t ask about my puffy eyes, they just made them less swollen. They didn’t question my mess of hair, they just smoothed it. And I appreciated that. It wasn’t like home, where everyone saw that I was sad and didn’t do anything about it. Here I could feel that they were all worried about me and whatever it was I was going through. In response they handled me with extreme care.


  By midmorning I was ready to start my day. It was Saturday, so there was no routine or schedule, but it was the one day a week we were all required to stay in the Women’s Room. The palace saw guests on Saturdays, and we had been warned that people might want to meet us. I wasn’t too excited about it, but at least I got to wear my new jeans for the first time. Of course, they were the best-fitting pair of pants I’d ever owned. I hoped that since Maxon and I were on such good terms, he’d let me keep them after I left.


  I went downstairs slowly, a little tired from a late night. Before I even got to the Women’s Room, I heard the buzz of talking girls, and when I walked in, Marlee grabbed me and pulled me toward two chairs in the back of the room.


  “There you are! I’ve been waiting for you,” she said.


  “Sorry, Marlee. I had a long night and slept in.”


  She turned to look at me, probably noting the leftover sadness in my voice, but sweetly decided to focus on my jeans. “Those look fantastic.”


  “I know. I’ve never felt anything like them.” My voice lifted a bit. I decided to go back to my old rule: Aspen wasn’t allowed here. I pushed him away and focused on my second-favorite person in the palace. “Sorry to keep you waiting. What did you want to talk about?”


  Marlee hesitated. She bit her lip as we sat down. There was no one else around. She must have a secret.


  “Actually, now that I think of it, maybe I shouldn’t tell you. Sometimes I forget that we’re competing against each other.”


  Oh. She had secrets of the Maxon variety. This I had to hear.


  “I know just how you feel, Marlee. I think we could become really close friends. I can’t bring myself to think of you as an enemy, you know?”


  “Yeah. I think you’re so sweet. And the people love you. I mean, you’re probably going to win....” She seemed a little defeated at the idea.


  I had to will myself not to wince or laugh at those words.


  “Marlee, can I tell you a secret?” My voice was full of gentle truth. I hoped she would believe my words.


  “Of course, America. Anything.”


  “I don’t know who will win this whole thing. Really, it could be anyone in this room. I guess everyone thinks that it’ll be them, but I already know that if it can’t be me, I’d want it to be you. You seem generous and fair. I think you’d be a great princess. Honestly.” It was almost all the truth.


  “I think you’re smart and personable,” she whispered. “You’d be great, too.”


  I bowed my head. It was sweet of her to think so highly of me. I felt a bit uncomfortable when people talked about me that way, though. . . May, Kenna, my maids . . . it was hard to believe how many people thought I’d be a good princess. Was I the only one who saw how flawed I was? I was unrefined. I didn’t have it in me to be bossy or overly organized. I was selfish and had a horrible temper, and I didn’t like being in front of people. And I wasn’t brave. You had to be brave to take this job. And that’s what this was. Not just a marriage, but a position.


  “I feel that way about a lot of the girls,” she confessed. “Like everyone has some quality that I don’t that would make them better than me.”


  “That’s the thing, Marlee. You could probably find something special about everyone in this room. But who knows exactly what Maxon is looking for?”


  She shook her head.


  “So let’s not worry about that. You can tell me anything you want to. I’ll keep your secrets if you keep mine. I’ll pull for you, and if you want to, you can pull for me. It’s nice to have friends here.”


  She smiled, then looked around the room, checking to make sure no one could hear us.


  “Maxon and I had our date,” she whispered.


  “Yeah?” I asked. I knew I seemed overly eager, but I couldn’t help it. I wanted to know if he’d managed to be any less stiff around her. And I wanted to know if he liked her.


  “He sent a letter to my maids and asked if he could see me on Thursday.” I smiled as Marlee spoke and thought of how the day before he’d done that, Maxon and I had decided to eliminate those formalities. “I sent one back saying yes, of course, like I’d ever turn him down! He came to get me, and we walked around the palace. We got to talking about movies, and it turns out we like a bunch of the same ones. So we went downstairs to the basement. Have you seen the movie theater down there?”


  “No.” I’d never actually been in a movie theater, and I couldn’t wait for her to describe it.


  “Oh, it’s perfect! The seats are wide and they recline and you can even pop some popcorn—they have a popper. Maxon stood there and made a batch just for us! It was so cute, America. He measured the oil wrong and the first batch burned. He had to call someone to come and clean it up and try again.”


  I rolled my eyes. Smooth, Maxon, real smooth. At least Marlee seemed to think it was endearing.


  “So we watched the movie, and when we got to the romantic part at the end, he held my hand! I thought I’d faint. I mean, I’d taken his arm when we walked, but that’s just what you’re supposed to do. Here he was taking my hand....” She sighed and fell back into her chair.


  I giggled out loud. She looked completely smitten. Yes, yes, yes!


  “I can’t wait for him to visit me again. He’s just so handsome, don’t you think?” she asked.


  I paused. “Yeah, he’s cute.”


  “Come on, America! You have to have noticed those eyes and his voice....”


  “Except when he laughs!” Just remembering Maxon’s laugh had me grinning. It was cute but awkward. He pushed his breaths out, and then made a jagged noise when he inhaled, almost like another laugh in itself.


  “Yes, okay, he does have a funny laugh, but it’s cute.”


  “Sure, if you like the lovable sound of an asthma attack in your ear every time you tell a joke.”


  Marlee lost it and doubled over in laughter.


  “All right, all right,” she said, coming up for air. “You have to think there’s something attractive about him.”


  I opened my mouth and shut it two or three times. I was tempted to take another jab at Maxon, but I didn’t want Marlee to see him in a negative light. So I thought about it.


  What was attractive about Maxon?


  “Well, when he lets his guard down, he’s okay. Like when he just talks without checking his words or you catch him just looking at something like . . . like he’s really looking for the beauty in it.”


  Marlee smiled, and I knew she’d seen that in him, too.


  “And I like that he seems genuinely involved when he’s there, you know? Like even though he’s got a country to run and a thousand things to do, it’s like he forgets it all when he’s with you. He just dedicates himself to what’s right in front of him. I like that.


  “And . . . well, don’t tell anyone this, but his arms. I like his arms.”


  I blushed at the end. Stupid . . . why hadn’t I just stuck to the general good things about his personality? Luckily, Marlee was happy to pick up the conversation.


  “Yes! You can really feel them under those thick suits, can’t you? He must be incredibly strong,” Marlee gushed.


  “I wonder why. I mean, what’s the point of him being that strong? He does deskwork. It’s weird.”


  “Maybe he likes to flex in front of the mirror,” Marlee said, making a face and flexing her own tiny arms.


  “Ha, ha! I bet that’s it. I dare you to ask him!”


  “No way!”


  It sounded like Marlee had had a great time. I wondered why Maxon seemed so reluctant to mention that last night. Based on his reaction, it seemed like they hadn’t been together at all. Maybe he was shy?


  I looked around the room and saw that more than half the girls seemed tense or unhappy. Janelle, Emmica, and Zoe were listening intently to something Kriss was saying. Kriss was smiling and animated, but Janelle’s face was tight with worry, and Zoe was biting her nails. Emmica was absently kneading a spot just below her ear, as if she was in pain. Beside them the mismatched pair of Celeste and Anna sat having another intense discussion. True to her usual form, Celeste looked incredibly smug as she spoke. Marlee noted my staring and clarified what was happening.


  “The grumpy ones are the girls he hasn’t been out with yet. He told me I was his second date on Thursday alone. He’s trying to spend time with everyone.”


  “Really? You think that’s it?”


  “Yeah. I mean, look at you and me. We’re fine, and it’s because he’s seen us both one-on-one. We know he liked us enough to see us and not kick us out right afterward. It’s getting around who he’s spent time with and who he hasn’t. They’re worried he’s waiting on them because he isn’t interested, and that once he does see them, he’ll just let them go.”


  Why hadn’t he told me any of this? Weren’t we friends? A friend would talk about this. He’d seen at least a dozen girls based on their smiles. We’d spent the better part of the evening together last night, and all he did was make me cry. What kind of friend held those kinds of secrets while making me spill all my own?


  Tuesday, who had been listening to Camille with an anxious expression on her face, got up from her seat and looked around the room. She found Marlee and me in the corner and quickly walked over.


  “What did you guys do on your date?” she asked abruptly.


  “Hi, Tuesday,” Marlee said cheerfully.


  “Oh, hush!” she cried, and turned back to me. “Come on, America, spill.”


  “I told you.”


  “No. The one last night!” A maid came to the corner and offered us tea, which I was prepared to take, but Tuesday shooed her away.


  “How. . .?”


  “Tiny saw you together and told,” Marlee said, trying to explain Tuesday’s mood. “You’re the only one he’s been alone with twice. A lot of the girls who haven’t seen him yet were complaining. They don’t think it’s right. But it’s not your fault if he likes you.”


  “It’s completely unfair,” Tuesday whined. “I haven’t seen him outside of mealtimes, not even in passing. What in the world did you two do?”


  “We . . . uh . . . we went back to the gardens. He knows I like it outside. And we just talked.” I felt nervous, like I was in trouble. Tuesday’s face was so intense, I looked away. When I did, I saw that a few girls at nearby tables were listening in.


  “You just talked?” she asked skeptically.


  I shrugged. “That’s it.”


  Tuesday huffed and went to Kriss’s table, urging her to tell her story over again, quite energetically. I, however, was stunned.


  “Are you okay, America?” Marlee asked, snapping me back into reality.


  “Yes. Why?”


  “You just look upset.” Marlee’s brow furrowed in concern.


  “Nope. Not upset. Everything’s great.”


  Suddenly, in a move so swift I would have missed it if they weren’t so close, Anna Farmer—a Four who worked land for a living—reached up and slapped Celeste across the face.


  Several people gasped, including myself. Those who missed it turned around and asked what had happened, most notably Tiny, whose high voice pierced the quiet left in the room.


  “Oh, Anna, no,” Emmica said with a sigh.


  The moment after it happened, Anna slowly comprehended what she’d just done. She would probably be sent home; we weren’t supposed to physically assault another Selected. Emmica started tearing up while Anna sat in stunned silence. They were both farm girls and had bonded early on. I couldn’t imagine how I’d feel if it was Marlee suddenly leaving.


  Anna, who I’d only met in passing, had always struck me as an effervescent creature. I knew there was nothing in her that would naturally seek to harm another person. During a large part of the rebel attack, she’d been on her knees in prayer.


  Undoubtedly, she had been provoked, but no one was sitting within earshot to prove that. It would be Anna’s word against Celeste’s as far as any exchange of words went, but Celeste would have a roomful of people who could back up that she’d been hit. Maxon would presumably be urged to send Anna home as an example to the others.


  Tears welled in Anna’s eyes as Celeste whispered something to her and swiftly left the room.


  Anna was gone before dinner.


  CHAPTER 17


  “WHO WAS THE PRESIDENT OF the United States during the Third World War?” Silvia quizzed us.


  This was one I didn’t know, and I averted my eyes, hoping Silvia wouldn’t call on me. Luckily, Amy raised her hand and answered. “President Wallis.”


  We were in the Great Room again, starting the week with a history lesson. Well, more like a history test. This was one of those areas where it always seemed that what people knew was varied, both as far as what was fact and just how informed they were. Mom always taught us orally when it came to history. We had pages and worksheets to master for English and math, but when it came to the stories that made up our past, there was very little that I knew for sure was truth.


  “Correct. President Wallis was the president before the Chinese assault and continued leading the United States throughout the war,” Silvia confirmed. I thought the name to myself. Wallis, Wallis, Wallis. I really wanted to remember this to tell May and Gerad when I went home, but we were learning so much, it was hard to keep it all straight. “What was their motivation for invading? Celeste?”


  She smiled. “Money. The Americans owed them a lot of money and couldn’t pay them back.”


  “Excellent, Celeste.” Silvia gave her a doting smile. How did Celeste wrap people around her finger like that? It was so irritating. “When the United States couldn’t repay their massive debt, the Chinese invaded. Unfortunately for them, this didn’t get them any money, as the United States was beyond bankruptcy. However, it did gain them American labor. And when the Chinese took over, what did they rename the United States?”


  I raised my hand, along with a few others. “Jenna?” Silvia called.


  “The American State of China.”


  “Yes. The American State of China had the appearance of its original country, but was merely a facade. The Chinese were pulling strings behind the scenes, influencing any major political happenings, and steering legislation in their favor.” Silvia walked through the desks slowly. I felt like a mouse in the sights of a hawk that was circling ever closer.


  I looked around the room. A few people seemed confused. I thought that part was common knowledge.


  “Does anyone have anything they’d like to add?” Silvia asked.


  Bariel piped up. “The Chinese invasion prompted several countries, particularly those in Europe, to align themselves with one another and make alliances.”


  “Yes,” Silvia replied. “However, the American State of China had no such friends at the time. It took them five years to regroup, and they could barely handle that, let alone trying to forge alliances.” She tried to express the hardship through an exhausted look. “The ASC planned to fight back against China but was then faced with another invasion. What country attempted to occupy the ASC then?”


  Lots of hands went up this time. “Russia,” someone said without waiting to be called on. Silvia looked around for the offender, but couldn’t pinpoint the source.


  “Correct,” she said, slightly unhappily. “Russia tried to expand in both directions and failed miserably, but this failure on their part provided the ASC with an opportunity to fight back. How?”


  Kriss raised her hand and answered. “The entirety of what was North America banded together to fight Russia, since it seemed clear they had their eyes on more than just the ASC. And fighting Russia was easier because China was attacking them as well for attempting to steal their territory.”


  Silvia smiled proudly. “Yes. And who headed up the assault against Russia?”


  The whole room shouted out the answer: “Gregory Illéa!” Some girls even clapped.


  Silvia nodded. “And that led to the founding of the country. The alliances the ASC acquired had formed a united front, and the United States’s reputation was so damaged, no one wanted to readopt that name. So a new nation was formed under Gregory Illéa’s name and leadership. He saved this country.”


  Emmica raised her hand, and Silvia acknowledged her. “In some ways, we’re kind of like him. I mean, we get to serve our country. He was just a private citizen who donated his money and knowledge. And he changed everything,” she said with wonder.


  “That is a beautiful point,” Silvia said. “And exactly like him, one of you will be elevated to royalty. For Gregory Illéa, he became a king as his family married into a royal family, and for you, it will be marrying into this one.” Silvia had moved herself to awe, so when Tuesday raised her hand, it took her a moment to acknowledge it.


  “Umm, why is it that we don’t have any of this in a book? So we could study?” There was a hint of irritation in her voice.


  Silvia shook her head. “Dear girls, history isn’t something you study. It’s something you should just know.”


  Marlee turned to me and whispered, “But clearly we don’t.” She smiled at her own joke, and then focused again on Silvia.


  I thought about that, how we all knew different things or had to guess at the truth. Why weren’t we given history books?


  I remembered a few years ago when I went into Mom and Dad’s room, since Mom said I could choose what I wanted to read for English. As I went through my options, I spotted a thick, ratty book in the back corner and pulled it out. It was a U.S. history book. Dad came in a few minutes later, saw what I was reading, and said it was okay, so long as I never told anyone about it.


  When Dad asked me to keep a secret, I did so without question, and I loved looking through all those pages. Well, the ones that were still legible. Lots had been torn out, and the edge of the book looked like it might have been burned, but that’s where I saw a picture of the old White House and learned about the way holidays used to be.


  I never thought to question the lack of truth until it had been placed in front of me. Why did the king just let us guess?


  The flashbulbs went off again, capturing Maxon and Natalie smiling brightly.


  “Natalie, bring your chin down just a touch, please. That’s it.” The photographer snapped another picture, filling the room with light. “I think that will do. Who’s next?” he called.


  Celeste came in from the side, a general group of maids still swarming around her before the photographer started up again. Natalie, still beside Maxon, said something and kicked up her foot flirtatiously behind her. He responded quietly, and she giggled as she walked away.


  We’d been told after yesterday’s history lesson that this photo shoot was merely for the amusement of the public, but I couldn’t help thinking that there was some actual weight to it. Someone had written an editorial in a magazine about the look of a princess. I didn’t get to read the article myself, but Emmica and some of the others did. According to her, it was about Maxon needing to find someone who actually looked regal and photographed well with him, someone who would look nice on a stamp.


  And now we were all lined up in identical cream-colored, cap-sleeved, drop-waist dresses with a heavy red sash across our shoulders, taking pictures with Maxon. The photos would be printed in the same magazine, and the magazine staff was going to make picks. I was kind of uncomfortable with it all. This was the thing I’d been bothered about since the beginning, that Maxon was looking for nothing more than a pretty face. Now that I’d met him, I was sure that wasn’t true, but it got to me that people thought that Maxon was like that.


  I sighed. Some of the girls were walking around, munching on no-drip foods and chatting, but the majority, including myself, were standing around the perimeter of the set erected in the Great Room. A huge golden tapestry that reminded me of the drop cloths Dad used at home was hung up against a wall and spilled across the floor. A small couch was off to one side and a pillar was on the other. In the middle the Illéan emblem stood, giving the whole silly thing an air of being patriotic. We watched as each Selected paraded across the space to be photographed, and many who watched were whispering things they liked and didn’t or what they were planning for themselves.


  Celeste walked up to Maxon with a sparkle in her eyes, and he smiled as she approached. The moment she reached him, she put her lips to his ear and whispered something. Whatever it was, Maxon leaned his head back with laughter and nodded, agreeing with her little secret. It was strange to see them like that. How could someone who got along so well with me do the same with someone like her?


  “All right, miss, just face the camera and smile, please,” the photographer called, and Celeste immediately complied.


  She turned herself toward Maxon and placed a hand on his chest, tilted her head down, and gave an expert smile. She seemed to understand how to use the lighting and set to her best advantage and kept moving Maxon over a few inches or insisting on changing their pose. Where some of the girls took their time and made their turn with Maxon last—particularly those who still hadn’t secured a date—Celeste appeared to want to show her efficiency instead.


  In a bolt of speed, she was done, and the photographer called for the next girl. I was so busy watching Celeste run her fingers down Maxon’s arm as she exited that a maid had to gently remind me it was my turn.


  I gave my head a tiny shake and willed myself to focus. I gathered up my dress in my hands and walked toward Maxon. His eyes shifted from Celeste to me, and maybe I imagined it, but his face seemed to brighten a bit.


  “Hello, my dear,” he sang.


  “Don’t even start,” I warned, but he merely chuckled and reached his hands out.


  “Hold on a moment. Your sash is crooked.”


  “Not surprised.” The darn thing was so heavy, I could feel it shifting every time I stepped.


  “I suppose that’ll do,” he said jokingly.


  I fired back, “In the meantime, they ought to hang you up with the chandeliers.” I poked at the glittering medals across his chest. His uniform, which looked almost like something the guards would wear, only far more elegant, also had golden things on his shoulders and a sword hanging off his hip. It was a bit much.


  “Look at the camera, please,” the photographer called. I looked up and saw not just his eyes but the faces of all the other girls watching, and my nerves shot up.


  I wiped my moist hands on my dress and exhaled.


  “Don’t be nervous,” Maxon whispered.


  “I don’t like everyone looking at me.”


  He pulled me very close and put his hand on my waist. I went to step back, but Maxon’s arm held me securely to him. “Just look at me like you can’t stand me.” He squinted into a mock pout, which made me crack up.


  The camera flashed at just that second, capturing us both laughing.


  “See,” Maxon said. “It’s not so bad.”


  “I guess.” I was still tense for a few minutes as the photographer shouted out instructions and Maxon shifted from a close embrace to a loose one, or turned me so my back was against his chest.


  “Excellent,” the photographer said. “Could we get a few on the lounge?”


  I was feeling better now that it was half over, and I sat next to Maxon with the best posture I could muster. Every once in a while, he’d poke or tickle me, making my smile grow bigger until it burst into laughter. I hoped the photographer was catching the moments just before my face scrunched together, otherwise this whole thing was going to be a disaster.


  From the corner of my eye, I noticed a waving hand, and a moment later Maxon turned as well. A man in a suit was standing there, and he clearly needed to speak to the prince. Maxon nodded, but the man hesitated, looking to him and then to me, evidently questioning my presence.


  “She’s fine,” Maxon said, and the man came over and knelt before him.


  “Rebel attack in Midston, Your Majesty,” he said. Maxon sighed and dropped his head wearily. “They burned acres of crops and killed about a dozen people.”


  “Where in Midston?”


  “The west, sir, near the border.”


  Maxon nodded slowly and looked as if he was adding this piece of information to others in his head. “What does my father say?”


  “Actually, Your Majesty, he wanted your thoughts.”


  Maxon seemed taken aback for a split second, then spoke. “Localize troops in the southeast of Sota and all along Tammins. Don’t go as far south as Midston, it’d be a waste. See if we can intercept them.”


  The man stood and bowed. “Excellent, sir.” As swiftly as he’d come, he vanished.


  I knew we were supposed to get back to the pictures, but Maxon didn’t seem nearly so interested in it all now.


  “Are you all right?” I asked.


  He nodded somberly. “Just all those people.”


  “Maybe we should stop,” I suggested.


  He shook his head, straightened up, and smiled, placing my hand in his. “One thing you must master in this profession is the ability to appear calm when you feel anything but. Please smile, America.”


  I raised myself up and gave a shy smile to the camera as the photographer clicked away. In the middle of those last few frames, Maxon squeezed my hand tight, and I did the same to his. In that moment, it felt like we had a connection, something true and deep.


  “Thank you very much. Next, please,” the photographer sang.


  As Maxon and I stood, he held on to my hand. “Please don’t say anything. It’s imperative you’re discreet.”


  “Of course.”


  The click of a pair of heels coming toward us reminded me that we weren’t alone, but I kind of wanted to stay. He gave my hand one last squeeze and released me, and as I walked away, I considered several things. How nice it felt that Maxon trusted me enough to let me know this secret, and how it had sort of felt like we were alone for a moment. Then I thought about the rebels, and how the king was usually quick to point out their sedition, but I was supposed to keep this news to myself. It didn’t quite make sense.


  “Janelle, my dear,” Maxon said as the next girl approached. I smiled to myself at the tired endearment. He lowered his voice, but I still heard. “Before I forget, are you free this afternoon?”


  Something kind of knotted in my stomach. I guessed it was a late batch of nerves.


  “She must have done something terrible,” Amy insisted.


  “That’s not what she made it sound like,” Kriss countered.


  Tuesday pulled on Kriss’s arm. “What did she say again?”


  Janelle had been sent home.


  This particular elimination was crucial for us to understand, because it was the first one that was isolated and not caused by rule breaking. She had done something wrong, and we all wanted to know what it was.


  Kriss, whose room was across from Janelle’s, had seen her come in and was the only person she’d spoken to before she left. Kriss sighed and retold the story for the third time.


  “She and Maxon had gone hunting, but you knew that,” she said, waving her hand around like she was trying to clear her thoughts. Janelle’s date really had been common knowledge. After the photo shoot yesterday, she gushed about their plans to anyone who would listen.


  “That was her second date with Maxon. She’s the only one who got two,” Bariel said.


  “No, she isn’t,” I mumbled. A few heads turned, acknowledging my statement. It was true, though. Janelle was the only girl to have two dates with Maxon besides me. Not that I was counting.


  Kriss continued. “When she came back, she was crying. I asked her what was wrong, and she said she was leaving, that Maxon had told her to go. I gave her a hug because she was so upset and asked her what happened. She said she couldn’t tell me about it. I don’t understand that. Maybe we’re not allowed to talk about why we’re eliminated?”


  “That wasn’t in the rules, was it?” Tuesday asked.


  “No one said anything to me about it,” Amy replied, and several others shook their heads in confirmation.


  “But what did she say then?” Celeste urged.


  Kriss sighed again. “She said that I’d better be careful of what I say. Then she pulled away and slammed the door.”


  The room went quiet a moment, considering. “She must have insulted him,” Elayna said.


  “Well, if that’s why she left, then it isn’t fair, since Maxon said that someone in this room insulted him the first time they met,” Celeste complained.


  People started looking around the room, trying to discover the guilty party, perhaps in an effort to get them—me—kicked out as well. I gave a nervous glance to Marlee, and she sprang into action.


  “Maybe she said something about the country? Like the policies or something?”


  Bariel sucked her teeth. “Please. How boring must that date have been for them to start talking policy? Has anyone in here actually talked to Maxon about anything related to running the country?”


  No one answered.


  “Of course you haven’t,” Bariel said. “Maxon’s not looking for a coworker, he’s looking for a wife.”


  “Don’t you think you’re underestimating him?” Kriss objected. “Don’t you think Maxon wants someone with ideas and opinions?”


  Celeste threw her head back and laughed. “Maxon can run the country just fine. He’s trained for it. Besides, he has teams of people to help him make decisions, so why would he want someone else trying to tell him what to do? If I were you, I’d start learning how to be quiet. At least until he marries you.”


  Bariel sidled up beside Celeste. “Which he won’t.”


  “Exactly,” Celeste said with a smile. “Why would Maxon bother with some brainiac Three when he could have a Two?”


  “Hey!” Tuesday cried. “Maxon doesn’t care about numbers.”


  “Of course he does,” Celeste replied in a tone someone would use with a child. “Why do you think everyone below a Four is gone?”


  “Still here,” I said, raising my hand. “So if you think you’ve got him figured out, you’re wrong.”


  “Oh, it’s the girl who doesn’t know when to shut up,” Celeste said in mock amusement.


  I balled my fist, trying to decide if it would be worth hitting her. Was that part of her plan? But before I could move at all, Silvia burst through the door.


  “Mail, ladies!” she called out, and the tension in the room flew away.


  We all stopped, eager to get our hands on what Silvia was carrying. We’d been at the palace nearly two weeks now, and with the exception of hearing from our families on the second day, this was our first real contact from home.


  “Let’s see,” Silvia said, looking through stacks of letters, completely oblivious to the almost-argument that had taken place not seconds ago. “Lady Tiny?” she called as she looked around the room.


  Tiny raised her hand and walked forward. “Lady Elizabeth? Lady America?”


  I practically ran forward and snatched the letter out of her hand. I was so hungry for words from my family. As soon as it was in my clutches, I retreated to a corner for a few moments to myself.


  
    Dear America,


    I can’t wait for Friday to come. I can’t believe you’re going to get to talk to Gavril Fadaye! You have all the luck.

  


  I certainly didn’t feel lucky. Tomorrow night we were all getting grilled by Gavril, and I had no idea what he would ask us. I felt sure I’d make an idiot out of myself.


  
    It’ll be nice to hear your voice again. I miss you singing around the house. Mom doesn’t do it, and it’s been so quiet since you left. Will you wave to me on the show?


    How’s the competition going? Do you have lots of friends there? Have you talked to any of the girls who left? Mom is saying all the time now that it’s not a big deal if you lose anymore. Half those girls who went home are already engaged to the sons of mayors or celebrities. She says someone will take you if Maxon doesn’t. Gerad is hoping you marry a basketball player instead of a boring old prince. But I don’t care what anybody says. Maxon is so gorgeous!


    Have you kissed him yet?

  


  Kissed him? We’d only just met. And there’d be no reason for Maxon to kiss me anyway.


  
    I bet he’s the best kisser in the universe. I think if you’re a prince, you have to be!


    I have so much more to tell you, but Mom wants me to go paint. Write me a real letter soon. A long one! With lots and lots of details!


    I love you! We all do.


    May

  


  So the eliminated girls were already getting snatched up by wealthy men. I didn’t realize being the castoff of a future king made you a commodity. I walked around the perimeter of the room, thinking over May’s words.


  I wanted to know what was going on. I wondered what had really happened with Janelle and was curious if Maxon had another date tonight. I really wanted to see him.


  My mind was racing, searching for a way to simply speak to him. As I thought, I stared at the paper in my hands.


  The second page of May’s letter was almost completely blank. I tore off a piece of it as I wandered. Some girls were still buried in pages of letters from their families, and others were sharing news. After a lap I stopped by the Women’s Room guest book and picked up the pen.


  I scribbled quickly on my scrap of paper.


  
    Your Majesty—


    Tugging my ear. Whenever.

  


  I walked outside the room as if I were simply going to the bathroom and looked up and down the hall. It was empty. I stood there, waiting, until a maid rounded the corner with a tray of tea in her hands.


  “Excuse me?” I called to her quietly. Voices carried in these great halls.


  The girl curtsied in front of me. “Yes, miss?”


  “Would you happen to be going to the prince with that?”


  She smiled. “Yes, miss.”


  “Could you please take this to him for me?” I held out my little folded-up note.


  “Of course, miss!”


  She took it eagerly and walked away with a newfound energy. No doubt she would unfold it as soon as she was out of sight, but I felt secure in its odd phrasing.


  These hallways were captivating, each one more ornate than my entire house. The wallpaper, the gilt mirrors, the giant vases of fresh flowers all so beautiful. The carpets were lavish and immaculate, the windows were sparkling, and the paintings on the walls were lovely.


  There were some paintings by artists I knew—van Gogh, Picasso—and some I didn’t. There were photographs of buildings I had seen before. There was one of the legendary White House. Compared to the pictures and what I’d read in my old history book, the palace dwarfed it in size and luxury, but I still wished it was around to see.


  I walked farther down the hall and came upon a portrait of the royal family. It looked old; Maxon was shorter than his mother in this picture. He towered over her now.


  In the time I’d been at the palace, I had only ever seen them together at dinners and the Illéa Capital Report airing. Were they very private? Did they not like all these strange young girls in their house? Were they only all here because of blood and duty? I didn’t know what to make of this invisible family.


  “America?”


  I turned at the sound of my name. Maxon was jogging down the hall toward me.


  I felt like I was seeing him for the first time.


  He had his suit coat off, and the sleeves were rolled up on his white shirt. His blue tie was loosened at the neck, and his hair that was always slicked back was bouncing around a bit as he moved. In stark contrast to the person in uniform yesterday, he looked more boyish, more real.


  I froze. Maxon came up to me and grabbed my wrists.


  “Are you okay? What’s wrong?” he pressed.


  Wrong?


  “Nothing. I’m fine,” I replied. Maxon let out a breath I didn’t realize he was holding.


  “Thank goodness. When I got your note, I thought you were sick or something happened to your family.”


  “Oh! Oh, no. Maxon, I’m so sorry. I knew that was a stupid idea. I just didn’t know if you’d be at dinner, and I wanted to see you.”


  “Well, what for?” he asked. He was still looking me over with a furrowed brow, as if he was making sure nothing was broken.


  “Just to see you.”


  Maxon stopped moving. He looked into my eyes with a kind of wonder.


  “You just wanted to see me?” He looked happily surprised.


  “Don’t be so shocked. Friends usually spend time together.” My tone added the of course.


  “Ah, you’re cross with me because I’ve been engaged all week, aren’t you? I didn’t mean to neglect our friendship, America.” Now he was back to the businesslike Maxon.


  “No, I’m not mad. I was just explaining myself. You look busy. Go back to work, and I’ll see you when you’re free.” I noticed he was still holding on to my wrists.


  “Actually, do you mind if I stay a few minutes? They’re having a budget meeting upstairs, and I detest those things.” Without waiting for an answer, Maxon pulled me over to a short, plush sofa halfway down the hall that rested underneath a window, and I giggled a little as we sat. “What’s so funny?”


  “Just you,” I said, smiling. “It’s cute to see that your job bugs you. What’s so bad about the meetings, anyway?”


  “Oh, America!” he said, facing me again. “They go round and round in circles. Father does a good job at calming the advisers, but it’s so hard to push the committees in any given direction. Mom is always on Father to give more to the school systems—she thinks the more educated you are, the less likely you are to be a criminal, and I agree—but Father is never forceful enough to get them to take away from other areas that could manage perfectly with lower funds. It’s infuriating! And it’s not like I’m in command, so my opinion is easily overlooked.” Maxon propped his elbows on his knees and rested his head in his hands. He looked tired.


  So now I could see a bit of Maxon’s world, but it was just as unimaginable as ever. How could you deny the voice of your future sovereign?


  “I’m sorry. On the plus side, you’ll have more of a say in the future.” I rubbed his back, trying to encourage him.


  “I know. I tell myself that. But it’s so frustrating when we could change things now if they’d only listen.” His voice was a little hard to hear when it was directed at the carpet.


  “Well, don’t be too discouraged. Your mom is on the right path, but education alone won’t fix anything.”


  Maxon raised his head. “What do you mean?” It almost sounded like an accusation. And rightly so. Here was an idea that he’d been championing, and I’d just squashed it. I tried to backpedal.


  “Well, compared to the fancy-pants tutors someone like you has, the education system for Sixes and Sevens is terrible. I think getting better teachers or better facilities would do them a world of good. But then what about the Eights? Isn’t that caste responsible for most of the crimes? They don’t get any education. I think if they felt they had something, anything at all, it might encourage them.


  “Besides. . .” I paused. I didn’t know if this was something a boy who’d grown up with everything handed to him could grasp. “Have you ever been hungry, Maxon? Not just ready for dinner, but starving? If there was absolutely no food here, nothing for your mother or father, and you knew that if you just took something from people who had more in a day than you’d have in your whole life, you could eat . . . what would you do? If they were counting on you, what wouldn’t you do for someone you loved?”


  He was quiet for a moment. Once before—when we’d talked about my maids during the attack—we’d kind of acknowledged the wide gap between us. This was a far more controversial topic of discussion, and I could see him wanting to avoid it.


  “America, I’m not saying that some people don’t have it hard, but stealing is—”


  “Close your eyes, Maxon.”


  “What?”


  “Close your eyes.”


  He frowned at me but obeyed. I waited until his eyes were shut and his face looked relaxed before I started.


  “Somewhere in this palace, there is a woman who will be your wife.”


  I saw his mouth twitch, the beginnings of a hopeful smile.


  “Maybe you don’t know which face it is yet, but think of the girls in that room. Imagine the one who loves you the most. Imagine your ‘dear.’”


  His hand was resting next to mine on the seat, and his fingers grazed mine for a second. I shied away from the touch.


  “Sorry,” he mumbled, looking my way.


  “Keep ’em closed!”


  He chuckled and went back to his original position.


  “This girl? Imagine that she depends on you. She needs you to cherish her and make her feel like the Selection didn’t even happen. Like if you were dropped on your own out in the middle of the country to wander around door to door, she’s still the one you would have found. She was always the one you would have picked.”


  The hopeful smile began to settle. More than settle, it started to sag.


  “She needs you to provide for her and protect her. And if it came to a point where there was absolutely nothing to eat, and you couldn’t even fall asleep at night because the sound of her stomach growling kept you awake—”


  “Stop it!” Maxon stood quickly. He walked across the hall and stayed there for a while, facing away from me.


  I felt a little awkward. I hadn’t realized this would make him so upset.


  “Sorry,” I whispered.


  He nodded his head but continued to look at the wall. After a moment he turned around. His eyes were searching mine, sad and questioning.


  “Is it really like that?” he asked.


  “What?”


  “Out there . . . does that happen? Are people hungry like that a lot?”


  “Maxon, I—”


  “Tell me the truth.” His mouth settled into a firm line.


  “Yes. That happens. I know of families where people give up their share for their children or siblings. I know of a boy who was whipped in the town square for stealing food. Sometimes you do crazy things when you’re desperate.”


  “A boy? How old?”


  “Nine,” I breathed with a shiver. I could still remember the scars on Jemmy’s tiny back, and Maxon stretched his own back as if he felt it all himself.


  “Have you”—he cleared his throat—“have you ever been like that? Starving?”


  I ducked my head, which was a giveaway. I really didn’t want to tell him about that.


  “How bad?”


  “Maxon, it will only upset you more.”


  “Probably,” he said with a grave nod. “But I’m only starting to realize how much I don’t know about my own country. Please.”


  I sighed.


  “We’ve been pretty bad. Most times if it gets to where we have to choose, we keep the food and lose electricity. The worst was when it happened near Christmas one year. It was very cold, so we were all wearing tons of clothes and watching our breath inside the house. May didn’t understand why we couldn’t exchange gifts. As a general rule, there are never any leftovers at my house. Someone always wants more.”


  I watched his face grow pale and realized I didn’t want to see him upset. I needed to turn this around, make it positive.


  “I know the checks we’ve gotten over the last few weeks have really helped, and my family is very smart about money. I’m sure they’ve already tucked it away so it’ll stretch out for a long time. You’ve done so much for us, Maxon.” I tried to smile at him again, but his expression remained unchanged.


  “Good God. When you said you were only here for the food, you weren’t kidding, were you?” he asked, shaking his head.


  “Really, Maxon, we’ve been doing pretty well lately. I—” But I couldn’t finish my sentence.


  Maxon came over and kissed my forehead.


  “I’ll see you at dinner.”


  As he walked away, he straightened his tie.


  CHAPTER 18


  MAXON HAD SAID HE WOULD see me at dinner, but he wasn’t there. The queen entered alone. We made our delicate bows as she took her seat, and then settled in ourselves.


  I looked around the room to find the empty chair, assuming he was on a date, but everyone was here.


  I had spent the afternoon replaying what I’d said to Maxon. No wonder I’d never had any friends. I was shockingly bad at it.


  Just then Maxon and the king walked in. Maxon had his suit coat back on, but his hair was still a handsome mess. He and the king had their heads together as they walked. We hurried to stand. Their conversation was animated. Maxon was using his hands to express things and the king was nodding, acknowledging his son’s words but looking a little put out. When they reached the head table, King Clarkson gave Maxon a heavy pat on the back, his expression stern.


  As the king turned to face us all, his face suddenly flooded with enthusiasm. “Oh, goodness, dear ladies, please sit.” He kissed the queen on her head and sat himself.


  But Maxon remained standing.


  “Ladies, I have an announcement.” Every eye focused in. What could he possibly have for us?


  “I know you were all promised compensation for your participation in the Selection.” His voice was full of a ringing authority that I had only really heard once—the night he let me into the garden. He was much more attractive when he was using his status for a purpose. “However, there have been some new monetary allocations. If you are a natural Two or a Three, you will no longer be receiving financing. Fours and Fives will continue to receive compensation, but it will be slightly less than what it has been so far.”


  I could see some of the girls had their mouths open in shock. Money was part of the deal. Celeste, for example, was fuming. I guessed if you had a lot of money, you got used to the idea of collecting it. And the thought that someone like me would be getting anything she wasn’t probably got under her skin.


  “I do apologize for any inconvenience, but I will explain this all tomorrow night on the Capital Report. And this is a nonnegotiable situation. If anyone has a problem with this new arrangement and no longer wants to participate, you may leave after dinner.”


  He sat down and started talking again to the king, who seemed more interested in his dinner than Maxon’s words. I was a little disheartened that my family would be receiving less money, but at least we were still getting some. I tried to focus on my dinner, but mostly I was wondering what this meant, and I wasn’t alone. Murmurs went up around the room.


  “What do you think that’s about?” Tiny asked quietly.


  “Maybe it’s a test,” Kriss offered. “I bet there are some people here who are only in it for the money.”


  As I listened to her, I saw Fiona nudge Olivia and nod her head toward me. I turned away so she wouldn’t know I saw.


  The girls offered up theories, and I kept watching Maxon. I tried to catch his attention so I could tug my ear, but he didn’t look my way.


  Mary and I were alone in my room. Tonight I’d face Gavril—and the rest of the nation—on the Illéa Capital Report. Not to mention the other girls would be right there the whole time, watching one another and mentally critiquing. Saying I was nervous was a gross understatement. I fidgeted while Mary listed some possible questions, things she thought the public would want to know.


  How was I enjoying the palace? What was the most romantic thing Maxon had done for me? Did I miss my family? Had I kissed Maxon yet?


  I eyed Mary when she asked me that one. I’d been throwing out answers to the questions, trying not to think too hard. But I could tell she’d asked that one out of genuine curiosity. The smile on her face proved it.


  “No! For goodness’ sake.” I tried to sound mad, but it was too funny to be upset about. I ended up smirking. And that made Mary giggle. “Oh, just . . . why don’t you clean something!”


  She laughed outright, and before I could tell her to stop, Anne and Lucy burst through the doors with a garment bag.


  Lucy was looking more excited than I’d seen her since the moment I’d walked in the first day, and Anne seemed quietly devious.


  “What’s this about?” I asked as Lucy stopped in front of me to give a buoyant curtsy.


  “We finished your dress for the Report, miss,” she replied.


  My brow wrinkled together. “A new one? Why not the blue one in the closet? Didn’t you just finish that one? I love it.”


  The three of them exchanged looks.


  “What did you do?” I asked, pointing at the bag Anne was hanging up on the hook near the mirror.


  “We talk to all the other maids, miss. We hear a lot of things,” Anne began. “We know that you and Lady Janelle are the only two who got more than one date with His Majesty, and from what we understand, there might be a link between you two.”


  “How so?” I asked.


  “From what we’ve heard,” Anne continued, “the reason she was asked to leave is because she said some rather unkind things about you. The prince did not agree and dismissed her immediately.”


  “What?” I put a hand to my mouth, trying to hide my shock.


  “We’re sure you’re his favorite, miss. Most everyone says so.” Lucy sighed happily.


  “I think you’ve been misinformed,” I told them. Anne shrugged with a smile on her face, not concerned at all with my opinion.


  Then I remembered where this had started. “What does any of this have to do with my dress?”


  Mary came over to Anne and began unzipping the long bag, revealing a stunning red dress that shimmered in the fading light falling through the window.


  “Oh, Anne,” I said, absolutely awestruck. “You’ve outdone yourself.”


  She acknowledged my praise with a nod of her head. “Thank you, miss. We all worked on it, though.”


  “It’s beautiful. But I still don’t understand what this has to do with anything you said.”


  Mary pulled the dress out of the bag, airing it out, while Anne continued. “As I said, many people around the palace think you’re the prince’s favorite. He says kind things about you and prefers your company above the others’. And it seems the other girls have noticed.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “We go down to a workroom to do most of the sewing on your dresses. There are stores of material and a place to make shoes, and the other maids are in there, too. Everyone requested a blue dress for tonight. All the maids think it’s because you wear that color almost daily, and the others are trying to copy you.”


  “It’s true,” Lucy chimed in. “Lady Tuesday and Lady Natalie didn’t put on any of their jewelry today. Just like you.”


  “And most of the ladies are requesting simpler dresses, like the ones you prefer,” Mary stated.


  “That still doesn’t explain why you made me a red dress.”


  “To make you noticeable, of course,” Mary answered. “Oh, Lady America, if he really likes you, you have to keep standing out. You’ve been so generous with us, especially Lucy.” We all looked over to Lucy, who nodded in agreement and said, “You—you’re good enough to be the princess. You’d be amazing.”


  I hunted for a way to get out of this. I hated being the center of attention.


  “But what if everyone else is right? What if the reason Maxon likes me is because I’m not as over the top as everyone else, and then you go and put me in something like that and it ruins it all?”


  “Every girl needs to shine once in a while. And we’ve known Maxon most of his life. He would love this.” Anne spoke with such assurance that I felt there was nothing I could do.


  I didn’t know how to explain to them that the notes he sent me, the time he’d spent with me, meant nothing other than friendship between us. I couldn’t tell them. It would deflate their happiness, and besides, I needed to keep up appearances if I wanted to stay. And I did. I needed to stay.


  “Okay, let’s try it on,” I conceded with a sigh.


  Lucy jumped up and down with excitement until Anne reminded her that it wasn’t proper. I slid the silky dress over my head, and they stitched a handful of places they hadn’t quite finished. Mary’s skilled hands held my hair in various ways to see which looked best with the dress, and within half an hour, I was ready.


  The set was arranged a little differently tonight for our special show. The thrones for the royal family were off to one side as always, and our seats were on the opposite side again. But the podium was off center, leaving the space focused on two tall chairs. A microphone was resting on one for us to take when we spoke to Gavril. I got queasy just thinking about it.


  Sure enough, the room was full of dresses in every shade of blue. Some of them fell closer to green, others closer to purple, but it was clear there was a theme. I felt immediately uncomfortable. I caught Celeste’s eye right away and decided to just stay away from her until I absolutely had to go over to the seats.


  Kriss and Natalie walked past, having just checked their makeup one last time. They both looked a little unhappy, though sometimes it was hard to tell with Natalie. Kriss at least looked somewhat different from the crowd as well. Her blue dress was melting into white, like delicate strands of ice were weaving their way to the floor.


  “You look stunning, America,” she said in a way that was slightly more an accusation than praise.


  “Thanks. That dress is gorgeous.”


  She ran her hands down her torso, straightening imaginary wrinkles. “Yeah, I liked it, too.”


  Natalie ran her hand across one of the capped sleeves on my dress. “What’s that material? It’s really going to shine under the lights.”


  “I have no idea, actually. We don’t get a lot of the nice stuff as Fives,” I said with a shrug. I looked down at the fabric. I’d had at least one other dress made from the same type of cloth, but I hadn’t bothered learning the name.


  “America!”


  I looked up to see Celeste standing right beside me. Smiling.


  “Celeste.”


  “Could you come with me for just one moment? I need some help.”


  Without waiting for an answer, she pulled me away from Kriss and Natalie and around the heavy blue curtain that was the backdrop of the Report studio.


  “Take off your dress,” she ordered as she started unzipping her own.


  “What?”


  “I want your dress. Take it off. Ugh! Damn hook,” she said, still trying to get out of her clothes.


  “I’m not taking off my dress,” I said, and went to leave. I didn’t get very far, though, as Celeste buried her nails into my arm and jerked me back.


  “Ouch!” I cried, grabbing my arm. It looked like there would be marks but hopefully no blood.


  “Shut up. Take off the dress. Now.”


  I stood there, my face set, refusing to budge. Celeste was just going to have to get over not being the center of Illéa.


  “I could take it off for you,” she offered coldly.


  “I’m not afraid of you, Celeste,” I said as I crossed my arms. “This dress was made for me, and I’m going to wear it. Next time you pick out your clothes, maybe you should try being yourself instead of me. Oh, wait, but maybe then Maxon would see what a brat you are and send you home, huh?”


  Without a second of hesitation, she reached up and ripped one of my sleeves off and walked away. I gasped in outrage but was too stunned to do anything more. I looked down and saw a tattered scrap of fabric dangling pathetically in front of me. I heard Silvia calling for everyone to come to their seats, so I walked around the side of the curtain as bravely as I could manage.


  Marlee had saved me a seat beside her, and I saw the shocked look on her face as I came into view.


  “What happened to your dress?” she whispered.


  “Celeste,” I explained in disgust.


  Emmica and Samantha, who were sitting in front of us, turned around.


  “She tore your dress?” Emmica asked.


  “Yes.”


  “Go to Maxon and turn her in,” she pleaded. “That girl’s a nightmare.”


  “I know,” I said with a sigh. “I’ll tell him next time I see him.”


  Samantha looked sad. “Who knows when that will be? I thought we’d get to spend more time with him.”


  “America, lift your arm,” Marlee instructed. She expertly tucked my tattered sleeve into the side of my dress as Emmica plucked away a few stray threads. You couldn’t even tell anything had happened to it. As for the nail marks, well, at least they were on my left arm and away from the camera.


  It was almost time to start. Gavril was flipping through notes as the royal family came in at last. Maxon had on a dark blue suit with a pin of the national emblem on his lapel. He looked sharp and calm.


  “Good evening, ladies,” he sang with a smile.


  A chorus of “Majesty” and “Highness” fell over him.


  “Just so you know, I’ll be giving one brief announcement and then introducing Gavril. It’ll be a nice change; he’s always introducing me!” He chuckled, and we all followed. “I know some of you are probably a little nervous, but you have no need to be. Please, just be yourselves. The people want to know you.” Our eyes met a few times while he was talking, but nothing long enough for me to read him. He didn’t seem to notice the dress. My maids would be disappointed.


  He walked over to the podium, calling out “Good luck” over his shoulder.


  I could tell something was going on. I assumed this announcement of his would be related to what he’d told us yesterday, but I still couldn’t guess at what it all meant. Maxon’s little mystery distracted me, and I wasn’t so nervous anymore. I felt all right as the anthem played and the camera settled squarely on Maxon’s face. I’d been watching the Report since I was a child. Maxon had never addressed the country before, not like this. I wished I could have told him good luck, too.


  “Good evening, ladies and gentlemen of Illéa. I know that tonight is an exciting night for us all as the country gets to finally hear from the twenty-five remaining women in the Selection. I can’t begin to express how excited I am for you to meet them. I’m sure you will all agree that any one of these amazing young ladies would be a wonderful leader and future princess.


  “But before we get to that, I’d like to announce a new project I am working on that is of great importance to me. Having met these ladies, I’ve been exposed to the wide world outside our palace, a world that I rarely get to see. I’ve been told of its remarkable goodness and made aware of its unimaginable darkness. Through speaking to these women, I’ve embraced the importance of the masses outside these walls. I have been woken to the suffering of some of our lower castes, and I intend to do something about it.”


  What?


  “It will be at least three months before we can set this up properly, but around the new year, there will be public assistance for food in every Province Services Office. Any Five, Six, Seven, or Eight may go there any evening for a free, nutritious meal. Please know that these women before you have all sacrificed some or all of their compensation to help fund this important program. And while this assistance may not be able to last forever, we will keep it running as long as we can.”


  I kept trying to swallow up the gratitude, the awe, but a few tears leaked out. I was still aware enough of what was coming next to worry about my makeup but so appreciative that it was no longer the top priority.


  “I feel that no good leader can let the masses go unfed. Most of Illéa is comprised of these lower castes, and we have overlooked these people far too long. That is why I am moving forward and why I am asking others to join me. Twos, Threes, Fours . . . the roads you drive on don’t pave themselves. Your houses aren’t cleaned by magic. Here is your opportunity to acknowledge that truth by donating at your local Province Services Office.”


  He paused. “By birth you have been blessed, and it is time to acknowledge that blessing. I will have further updates as this project progresses, and I thank you all for your attention. But now, let’s get to the real reason you all tuned in tonight. Ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Gavril Fadaye!”


  There was a smattering of applause from everyone in the room, though it was obvious not everyone was enthusiastic about Maxon’s announcement. The king, for instance, was clapping but without excitement, though the queen was radiant with pride. The advisers also seemed torn about whether or not this was a good idea.


  “Thank you so much for that introduction, Your Majesty!” Gavril announced as he ran onto the set. “Very well done! If this whole prince thing doesn’t work out, you should consider a job in entertainment.”


  Maxon laughed out loud as he walked to his seat. The cameras were focused on Gavril now, but I watched Maxon and his parents. I didn’t understand why their reactions were mixed.


  “People of Illéa, do we have a treat for you! This evening we’ll be getting the inside scoop from each of these young women. We know you’ve been dying to meet them and hear how things are coming along with our Prince Maxon, so tonight . . . we’re just going to ask! Let’s get started with”—Gavril looked at his note cards—“Miss Celeste Newsome of Clermont!”


  Celeste moved sinuously from her seat in the top row and down the steps. She actually kissed Gavril on both cheeks before she sat down. Her interview was predictable, and so was Bariel’s. They tried to be sexy, bending forward a lot to get clear shots down their dresses. It looked fake. I watched their faces in the monitors as they kept glancing at Maxon and winking. Every once in a while, like when Bariel tried to smoothly lick her lips, Marlee and I made brief eye contact and then had to look away so we wouldn’t laugh.


  Others were more composed. Tiny’s voice matched her name, and she seemed to fold in on herself as the interview progressed. But I knew she was sweet and hoped that Maxon wouldn’t count her out just because she wasn’t a great public speaker. Emmica was poised, as was Marlee, the main difference being that Marlee’s voice was so full of excitement and enthusiasm it flew higher and higher as she talked.


  Gavril asked a variety of questions, but there were two that seemed to pop up with everyone: “What do you think of Prince Maxon?” and “Are you the girl who yelled at him?” I wasn’t looking forward to telling the country that I had chided the future king. Thank goodness that, as far as anyone knew, I’d behaved that way only once.


  Everyone was proud to say they weren’t the girl who’d yelled at him. Then every single girl thought that Maxon was nice. That was almost always the word: nice. Celeste said that he was handsome. Bariel said he was quietly powerful, which I thought sounded creepy. A few girls were asked if Maxon had kissed them yet. They all blushed and said no. After the third or fourth no, Gavril turned on Maxon.


  “Haven’t you kissed any of them yet?” he asked, shocked.


  “They’ve only been here two weeks! What kind of man do you think I am?” Maxon replied. He said it lightheartedly but seemed to squirm in his seat a little. I wondered if he’d ever kissed anyone.


  Samantha had just finished saying she was having a wonderful time, and then Gavril called me. The other girls applauded as I stood, like we had for everyone. I gave Marlee a nervous smile. I focused on my feet as I walked over, but once I got into the chair, I found it was easy to look right past Gavril’s shoulder at Maxon. He gave me a little wink as I picked up the microphone. I felt instantly calmer. I didn’t have to win anyone over.


  I shook Gavril’s hand and sat down across from him. Up close, I could finally see the pin on his lapel. It obviously lost its detail through the camera, but now I saw that it wasn’t just the lines and curls of a forte sign, but a small X was engraved in the middle, making the whole thing look almost like a star. It was beautiful.


  “America Singer. That’s an interesting name you have there. Is there a story behind it?” Gavril asked.


  I sighed in relief. This was an easy one.


  “Yes, actually. While my mom was pregnant with me, I kicked a lot. She said she had a fighter on her hands, so she named me after the country that fought so hard to keep this land together. It’s odd, but to her credit, she was right—we’ve been fighting ever since.”


  Gavril laughed. “She sounds like a feisty woman herself.”


  “She is. I get a lot of my stubbornness from her.”


  “So you’re stubborn, then? Have a bit of a temper?”


  I saw Maxon covering his mouth with his hands, laughing.


  “Sometimes.”


  “If you have a temper, would you happen to be the one who yelled at our prince?”


  I sighed. “Yes, it was me. And right now, my mother is having a heart attack.”


  Maxon called out to Gavril, “Get her to tell the whole story!”


  Gavril whipped his head back and forth quickly. “Oh! What’s the whole story?”


  I tried to glare at Maxon, but the whole situation was so silly, it didn’t quite work.


  “I got a little . . . claustrophobic the first night, and I was desperate to get outside. The guards wouldn’t let me through the doors. I was actually about to faint in this one guard’s arms, but Prince Maxon was walking by and made them open the doors for me.”


  “Aw,” Gavril said, tilting his head to one side.


  “Yes, and then he followed to make sure I was all right.... But I was stressed out, so when he spoke to me, I basically ended up accusing him of being stuck-up and shallow.”


  Gavril chuckled deeply at this. I looked past him to Maxon, who was shaking with laughter. But the more embarrassing thing was that the king and queen were laughing along with him. I didn’t turn to look at the girls, but I heard some of them giggling, too. Well, good. Maybe now they would finally stop seeing me as any sort of threat. I was just someone Maxon found entertaining.


  “And he forgave you?” Gavril asked in a slightly more sober tone.


  “Oddly enough.” I shrugged.


  “Well, since the two of you are on good terms again, what sort of activities have you been doing together?” Gavril was back to business.


  “We usually just go for walks around the garden. He knows I like it outside. And we talk.” It sounded pathetic after what some of the other girls had said. Trips to the theater, going hunting, horseback riding—those were impressive next to my story.


  But I suddenly understood why he had been speed dating over the last week. The girls needed something to tell Gavril, so he had to provide it. It still seemed weird that he hadn’t mentioned any of it to me, but at least I knew why he had been away.


  “That sounds very relaxing. Would you say the garden is your favorite thing about the palace?”


  I smiled. “Maybe. But the food is exquisite, so. . .”


  Gavril laughed again.


  “You are the last Five left in the competition, yes? Do you think that hurts your chances of becoming the princess?”


  The word sprang from my lips without thought. “No!”


  “Oh, my! You do have a spirit there!” Gavril seemed pleased to have gotten such an enthusiastic response. “So you think you’ll beat out all the others, then? Make it to the end?”


  I thought better of myself. “No, no. It’s not like that. I don’t think I’m better than any of the other girls; they’re all amazing. It’s just. . . I don’t think Maxon would do that, just discount someone because of their caste.”


  I heard a collective gasp. I ran over the sentence in my head. It took me a minute to catch my mistake: I’d called him Maxon. Saying that to another girl behind closed doors was one thing, but to say his name without the word “Prince” in front of it was incredibly informal in public. And I’d said it on live television.


  I looked to see if Maxon was angry. He had a calm smile on his face. So he wasn’t mad . . . but I was embarrassed. I blushed fiercely.


  “Ah, so it seems you really have gotten to know our prince. Tell me, what do you think of Maxon?”


  I had thought of several answers while I was waiting for my turn. I was going to make fun of his laugh or talk about the pet name he wanted his wife to call him. It seemed like the only way to save the situation was to get back the comedy. But as I lifted my eyes to make one of my comments, I saw Maxon’s face.


  He really wanted to know.


  And I couldn’t poke fun at him, not when I had a chance to say what I’d really started to think now that he was my friend. I couldn’t joke about the person who’d saved me from facing absolute heartbreak at home, who fed my family boxes of sweets, who ran to me worried that I was hurt if I asked for him.


  A month ago, I had looked at the TV and seen a stiff, distant, boring person—someone I couldn’t imagine anyone loving. And while he wasn’t anything close to the person I did love, he was worthy of having someone to love in his life.


  “Maxon Schreave is the epitome of all things good. He is going to be a phenomenal king. He lets girls who are supposed to be wearing dresses wear jeans and doesn’t get mad when someone who doesn’t know him clearly mislabels him.” I gave Gavril a keen look, and he smiled. And behind him, Maxon looked intrigued. “Whoever he marries will be a lucky girl. And whatever happens to me, I will be honored to be his subject.”


  I saw Maxon swallow, and I lowered my eyes.


  “America Singer, thank you so much.” Gavril went to shake my hand. “Up next is Miss Tallulah Bell.”


  I didn’t hear what any of the girls said after me, though I stared at the two seats. That interview had become way more personal than I’d intended it to be. I couldn’t bring myself to look at Maxon. Instead I sat there replaying my words again and again in my head.


  The knock on my door came around ten. I flung it open, and Maxon rolled his eyes.


  “You really ought to have a maid in here at night.”


  “Maxon! Oh, I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to call you that in front of everyone. It was so stupid.”


  “Do you think I’m mad at you?” he asked as he walked in and shut the door. “America, you call me by my name so often, it was bound to slip out. I wish it had been in a slightly more private setting,” he said with a sly smile, “but I don’t hold that against you at all.”


  “Really?”


  “Of course, really.”


  “Ugh! I felt like such an idiot tonight. I can’t believe you made me tell that story!” I slapped him on the side gently.


  “That was the best part of the whole night! Mom was really amused. In her day the girls were more reserved than even Tiny, and here you are calling me shallow . . . she couldn’t get over it.”


  Great. Now the queen thought I was a misfit, too. We walked across my room and ended up on the balcony. There was a small, warm breeze blowing the scent of the thousands of flowers in the garden toward us. A full moon shone down on us, adding to the lights around the palace, and it gave Maxon’s face a mysterious glow.


  “Well, I’m glad you’re so amused,” I said, running my fingers across the railing.


  Maxon hopped up to sit on the railing, looking very relaxed. “You’re always amusing. Get used to it.”


  Hmm. He was almost being funny.


  “So . . . about what you said. . .,” he started tentatively.


  “Which part? The part about me calling you names or fighting with my mom or saying food was my motivation?” I rolled my eyes.


  He laughed once. “The part about me being good. . .”


  “Oh. What about it?” Those few sentences suddenly seemed more embarrassing than anything else I’d said. I ducked my head down and twisted a piece of my dress.


  “I appreciate you making things look authentic, but you didn’t need to go that far.”


  My head snapped up. How could he think that?


  “Maxon, that wasn’t for the sake of the show. If you had asked me a month ago what my honest opinion of you was, it would have been very different. But now I know you, and I know the truth, and you are everything I said you were. And more.”


  He was quiet, but there was a small smile on his face.


  “Thank you,” he finally said.


  “Anytime.”


  Maxon cleared his throat. “He’ll be lucky, too.” He got down from his makeshift seat and walked to my side of the balcony.


  “Huh?”


  “Your boyfriend. When he comes to his senses and begs you to take him back,” Maxon said matter-of-factly.


  I had to laugh. No such thing would happen in my world.


  “He’s not my boyfriend anymore. And he made it pretty clear he was done with me.” Even I could hear the tiny bit of hope in my voice.


  “Not possible. He’ll have seen you on TV by now and fallen for you all over again. Though, in my opinion, you’re still much too good for the dog.” Maxon spoke almost as if he was bored, like he’d seen this happen a million times.


  “Speaking of which!” he said a bit louder. “If you don’t want me to be in love with you, you’re going to have to stop looking so lovely. First thing tomorrow I’m having your maids sew some potato sacks together for you.”


  I hit his arm. “Shut up, Maxon.”


  “I’m not kidding. You’re too beautiful for your own good. Once you leave, we’ll have to send some of the guards with you. You’ll never survive on your own, poor thing.” He said all this with mock pity.


  “I can’t help it.” I sighed. “One can never help being born into perfection.” I fanned my face as if being so pretty was exhausting.


  “No, I don’t suppose you can help it.”


  I giggled. I didn’t notice for a moment that Maxon didn’t seem to think it was funny.


  I stared out at the garden and saw out of the corner of my eye that Maxon was looking at me. His face was incredibly close to mine. When I turned to ask just what he was looking at, I was surprised to see that he was close enough to kiss me.


  I was even more surprised when he did.


  I pulled away quickly, taking a step. Maxon stepped back as well.


  “Sorry,” he mumbled, blushing.


  “What are you doing?” I asked in a shocked whisper.


  “Sorry.” He was slightly turned away, obviously embarrassed.


  “Why did you do that?” I put my hand to my mouth.


  “It’s just . . . with what you said earlier, and then seeking me out yesterday . . . just the way you acted. . . I thought maybe your feelings had changed. And I like you, I thought you could tell.” He turned to face me. “And. . . Oh, was it terrible? You don’t look happy at all.”


  I tried to wipe whatever expression I had off my face. Maxon looked mortified.


  “I’m so sorry. I’ve never kissed anyone before. I don’t know what I’m doing. I’m just. . . I’m sorry, America.” He breathed a heavy sigh and ran his hand through his hair a few times, leaning against the railing.


  I didn’t expect it, but a warmth filled me.


  He’d wanted his first kiss to be with me.


  I thought about the Maxon I knew now—the man full of compliments, the man prepared to give me the winnings of a bet I lost, the man who forgave me when I hurt him both physically and emotionally—and discovered that I didn’t mind that at all.


  Yes, I still had feelings for Aspen. I couldn’t undo that. But if I couldn’t be with him, then what was holding me back from being with Maxon? Nothing more than my preconceived ideas of him, which were nothing close to who he was.


  I stepped up to him and rubbed my hand across his forehead.


  “What are you doing?”


  “I’m erasing that memory. I think we can do better.” I pulled my hand down and propped myself up beside him, facing toward my room. Maxon didn’t move . . . but he did smile.


  “America, I don’t think you can change history.” All the same, his expression looked hopeful.


  “Sure we can. Besides, who’d ever know about it but you and me?”


  Maxon looked at me for a moment, clearly wondering if this was really okay. Slowly, I saw a cautious confidence creep into his face as he looked into my eyes. We stayed that way for a moment before I could remember just what I had said.


  “One can never help being born into perfection,” I whispered.


  He came close, wrapping an arm around my waist so that we faced each other. His nose tickled mine. He ran his fingers across my cheek so gently it seemed he was afraid I would break.


  “No, I don’t suppose you can,” he breathed.


  With his hand holding my face toward his, Maxon lowered his lips to mine and gave me the faintest whisper of a kiss.


  Something about the tentativeness of it made me feel beautiful. Without a word, I could understand how excited he was to have this moment, but then afraid at the same time. And deeper than any of that, I sensed that he adored me.


  So this was what it felt like to be a lady.


  After a moment, he pulled back and asked, “Was that better?”


  I could only nod. Maxon looked like he was on the verge of doing a backflip. There was a similar feeling in my chest. That was so unexpected. This was all too quick, too strange. The confusion must have shown on my face, because Maxon got serious.


  “May I say something?”


  I nodded again.


  “I’m not so stupid as to believe that you’ve completely forgotten about your former boyfriend. I know what you’ve gone through and that you’re not exactly here under the normal circumstances. I know you think there are others here more suited for me and this life, and I wouldn’t want you to rush into trying to be happy with any of this. I just. . . I just want to know if it’s possible. . .”


  It was a hard question to answer. Would I be willing to live a life I’d never wanted? Would I be willing to watch as he kindly tried to date the others to be sure he wasn’t making a mistake? Would I be willing to take on the responsibility that he had as a prince? Would I be willing to love him?


  “Yes, Maxon,” I whispered. “It’s possible.”


  CHAPTER 19


  I TOLD NO ONE WHAT had happened between Maxon and me, not even Marlee or my maids. It felt like a wonderful secret that I could revisit in the middle of one of Silvia’s boring lessons or another long day in the Women’s Room. And to be honest, I thought about our kisses—both the awkward and the sweet—more often than I expected I would.


  I knew I wasn’t just going to fall in love with Maxon overnight. I knew my heart wouldn’t let me. But I suddenly found myself in a place where that was something I might want. So I thought about the possibility quietly in my head, though I was tempted to blurt out my secret more than once.


  Particularly three days later when Olivia announced to the half-full Women’s Room that Maxon had kissed her.


  I couldn’t believe how shattered I felt. I caught myself looking at Olivia and wondering what was so special about her.


  “Tell us everything!” Marlee insisted.


  Most of the other girls were curious as well, but Marlee was the most enthusiastic. In the short time since she and Maxon had their last date, her interest in everyone else’s progress seemed to be growing. I couldn’t tell what was behind the shift, and I wasn’t quite brave enough to ask.


  Olivia didn’t need encouragement. She sat down on one of the couches and fanned out her dress. It looked like she was practicing to be the princess. I felt like telling her that one kiss didn’t mean she was winning.


  “I don’t want to go into all the details, but it was quite romantic,” she gushed, tucking her chin into her chest. “He took me to the roof. There’s this place that’s kind of like a balcony, but it looks like it’s used for the guards. I couldn’t tell. We could look out over the wall, and the whole city was just glittering as far as we could see. He didn’t really say anything. He just pulled me in and kissed me.” Her whole body contracted with joy.


  Marlee sighed. Celeste looked like she was ready to break something. I sat there.


  I kept telling myself that I shouldn’t care so much, that this was all part of the Selection. And who’s to say that I’d really want to end up with Maxon anyway? Honestly, I ought to consider myself lucky. It was clear Celeste’s malice had a new target, and after that whole episode with my dress—which I realized I’d forgotten to mention to Maxon—I was glad to see her move on.


  “Do you think she’s the only one he’s kissed?” Tuesday whispered in my ear. Kriss, who was standing beside me, heard her concerns and piped in.


  “He wouldn’t just kiss anyone. She must be doing something right,” Kriss lamented.


  “What if he’s kissed half the room and people are keeping quiet about it? Maybe it’s part of their strategy,” Tuesday wondered.


  “I don’t think anyone who kept quiet would necessarily consider that a strategy,” I countered. “Maybe they’re just private.”


  Kriss sucked in a breath. “What if Olivia telling us all this is just some game? Now we’re all worried, and it’s not as if any of us would actually ask Maxon if he’d kissed her. There’s no way to tell if she’s lying or not.”


  “Do you think she would do that?” I asked.


  “If she did, I wish I’d thought of it first,” Tuesday said longingly.


  Kriss sighed. “This is much more complicated than I thought it would be.”


  “Tell me about it,” I mumbled.


  “I like almost everyone in this room, but when I hear about Maxon doing something with someone else, I just want to figure out how I can do one better than her,” she confessed. “I don’t like feeling competitive toward you all.”


  “It’s kind of like what I was telling Tiny the other day,” Tuesday said. “I know she’s a little on the timid side, but she’s very ladylike and I think she’d make a great princess. I can’t be mad at her if she has more dates than me, even if I want the crown myself.”


  Kriss and I met eyes for a second, and I could tell we were both thinking the same thing. She said crown, not him. But I let it drop, because the other part of her little speech struck on something familiar. “Marlee and I talk about that all the time. How we can see great qualities in each other.”


  We all exchanged looks, and something felt different. Suddenly I didn’t feel so jealous of Olivia or even so at odds with Celeste. We were all going through this in a different way, and maybe even for different reasons, but we were at least going through it together.


  “Maybe Queen Amberly was right,” I said. “The only thing to do is be yourself. I’d rather have Maxon send me home for being myself than keep me for being like someone else.”


  “That’s true,” Kriss said. “And in the end, thirty-four people have to go. If I was the last one standing, I’d want to know I had everyone else’s support, so we should try to be supportive, too.”


  I nodded, knowing she was right. I was confident that I could do that.


  Just then Elise burst into the room, followed by Zoe and Emmica. She was usually very slow and calm, and never raised her voice. Today, however, she turned her head and squealed at us.


  “Look at these combs!” she cried, pointing to two beautiful hair ornaments that were covered in what looked like thousands of dollars’ worth of precious stones. “Maxon gave them to me. Aren’t they beautiful?”


  This set the room into a new flurry of excitement and disappointment, and my newborn confidence disappeared.


  I tried not to be disappointed. After all, hadn’t I received gifts? Hadn’t I been kissed? But as the room filled with girls and the stories were retold, I found myself wanting to just go hide. Maybe today would be a good day to spend with my maids.


  As I was considering leaving the room, Silvia came in, looking slightly frazzled and excited at the same time.


  “Ladies!” she called out, attempting to quiet us. “Ladies, are you all here?”


  We sang our yeses back to her.


  “Thank goodness for that,” she said, settling down. “I know this is very late notice, but we’ve just learned the king and queen of Swendway are coming to visit in three days, and as you all know, we have relations in their royal family. Also, the queen’s extended family will be coming in to meet you at the same time, so we’re going to have quite a full house. We have very little time to get ready, so clear your afternoons. Lessons in the Great Room immediately after lunch,” she said, and turned to leave.


  You would have thought the palace staff had months to plan. Giant tented pavilions were set up in the gardens, with food and wine stations scattered about the lawn. The number of guards out was higher than usual, and they were joined by several Swendish soldiers the king and queen had brought with them. I guess even they knew how at risk the palace was.


  There was a tent with thrones set up for the king, queen, and Maxon as well as the king and queen of Swendway. The Swendish queen—whose name I couldn’t pronounce to save my life—was almost as beautiful as Queen Amberly and seemed to be a dear friend to her. They were all settled comfortably under that tent except for Maxon, who was busy making rounds with all the girls and the extended members of his family.


  Maxon looked thrilled to see his cousins, even the little ones who kept tugging on his suit coat and running away. He had one of his many cameras out and was chasing the children with it, snapping away. Nearly all the Selected girls were watching him in adoration.


  “America,” someone called. I turned to my right to see Elayna and Leah talking to a woman who looked almost identical to the queen. “Come and meet the queen’s sister.” There was something in Elayna’s tone that I couldn’t quite name but made me nervous about joining them.


  I walked over and curtsied to the lady, who cackled and said, “Stop that, honey. I’m not the queen here. I’m Adele, Amberly’s older sister.” She extended a hand, which I took, and she hiccuped as we shook. The woman had a slight accent, and something about her was comforting in the way that coming home feels. She was curvaceous and held a near-empty glass of wine that, based on the heavy look in her eyes, was not her first.


  “Where are you from? I love your accent,” I said. Some of the other girls from the South sounded similar, and their voices seemed incredibly romantic to me.


  “Honduragua. Right by the coast. We grew up in the tiniest house,” she said, making a space the size of an inch between her finger and thumb. “And look at her now. Look at me,” she said, motioning down to her dress. “Such a change.”


  “I live in Carolina, and my parents took me to the coast once. I loved it,” I replied.


  “Oh, no, no, no, child,” she said, waving her hand about. Elayna and Leah looked like they were holding in laughter. Clearly they didn’t think the queen’s sister should be quite so familiar. “The beaches in middle Illéa are trash compared to the ones down south. You have to go see one day.”


  I smiled and nodded, thinking that I’d love to see more of the country, but it was doubtful I ever would. Shortly after, one of Adele’s many children came up to her and pulled her away, and Elayna and Leah burst into laughter.


  “Isn’t she hilarious?” Leah said.


  “I don’t know. She seems friendly,” I replied with a shrug.


  “She’s vulgar,” Elayna replied. “You should have heard all the things she said before you came up.”


  “What was so bad about her?”


  “You’d think she’d have picked up a few lessons in decorum over the years. How did Silvia not get ahold of her?” Leah said with a sneer.


  “Need I remind you, she was raised as a Four. Same as you,” I shot back.


  Her smug expression faltered, and she seemed to remember that she and Adele weren’t so different. Elayna, however, was a natural Three and kept on talking.


  “You can bet, if I win, my family will either be trained or deported. I wouldn’t let any of them embarrass me like that.”


  “What was so embarrassing?” I asked.


  Elayna sucked her teeth. “She’s drunk. The queen and king of Swendway are here. She ought to be caged.”


  I decided that was enough and walked away to get some wine of my own. Once I had a glass, I looked around and honestly couldn’t find a single place I wanted to settle. The whole reception was beautiful and interesting and completely aggravating.


  I thought about what Elayna had said. If I ended up living in the palace, would I expect my family to change? I looked at the children running around, the people huddled together catching up. Wouldn’t I want Kenna to be exactly who she was, want her children enjoying all this no matter how they behaved?


  How much would living at the palace change me?


  Would Maxon want me to change? Was that why he was off kissing other girls? Because there was something not quite right about me?


  Was the rest of the Selection going to feel this irritating?


  “Smile.”


  I turned, and Maxon snapped a picture of me. I bounced back in surprise. That unexpected picture wore out the last of my patience, and I turned away.


  “Something wrong?” Maxon asked, lowering the camera.


  I shrugged.


  “What’s going on?”


  “I just don’t feel like being a part of the Selection today,” I answered curtly.


  Unfazed, Maxon stepped closer and lowered his voice. “Need someone to talk to? I could tug my ear right now,” he offered.


  I sighed and tried to put a polite smile on my face. “No, I just need to think.” I went to leave.


  “America,” he said quietly. I stopped and turned. “Have I done something?”


  I hesitated. Should I ask about him kissing Olivia? Should I tell him how tense I was feeling around the girls now that things had changed between us? Should I tell him how I didn’t want to change myself or my family to be a part of this? I was about to let everything spill out when a shrill voice called from behind us.


  “Prince Maxon?”


  We turned, and Celeste was standing there, talking to the queen of Swendway. It was clear she wanted to have this conversation with Maxon on her arm. She waved, inviting him over.


  “Why don’t you run along?” I said, my annoyance leaking into my voice again.


  Maxon looked at me. The expression on his face reminded me that this was part of the deal. I was expected to share.


  “Careful with that one.” I gave Maxon a quick curtsy and walked away.


  I made my way toward the palace, and along the way noticed Marlee sitting alone. I didn’t even want to be with her right now, but I noticed she was parked on a bench near the back wall of the palace in the brutally hot sun, her closest companion a young, silent guard stationed just a few yards away.


  “Marlee, what are you doing? Get under a tent before you burn your skin.”


  She gave me a polite smile. “I’m happy here.”


  “No, really,” I said, putting a hand around her arm. “You’ll look like my hair. You should—”


  Marlee jerked her hand out of my grip, but spoke gently. “I want to stay here, America. I prefer it.”


  There was a tension in her face she was trying to mask. I was sure she wasn’t upset with me, but something was going on.


  “Fine. Try to get some shade soon, though. Sunburns hurt,” I said, attempting to cover my frustration, and walked toward the palace.


  Once inside, I decided to go to the Women’s Room. I couldn’t be gone for too long, and at least that room would be empty. But when I went in, I found Adele sitting near the window and watching the scene unfold outside. She turned when I entered and gave me a small smile.


  I walked over and sat next to her. “Hiding?”


  She smiled. “Kind of. I wanted to meet you all and see my sister again, but I hate it when these things turn into state functions. They make me tense.”


  “I’m not such a fan myself. I couldn’t imagine doing things like this all the time.”


  “I bet,” she said lazily. “You’re the Five, right?”


  The way she said it, it wasn’t an insult. More like she was asking if I was in the club. “Yeah, that’s me.”


  “I remembered your face. You were sweet at the airport. It’s the kind of thing she would have done,” she said, nodding out the window toward the queen. She sighed. “I don’t know how she does it. She’s stronger than most people know.” I watched her pick up a wineglass and sip away.


  “She does seem strong, but ladylike, too.”


  Adele beamed. “Yes, but it’s more than that. Look at her now.”


  I watched the queen. I noticed her eyes were trained across the lawn. I followed her gaze, and she was watching Maxon. He was speaking to the queen of Swendway next to Celeste while one of his cousins clung to his leg.


  “He would have been a great brother,” she said. “Amberly had three miscarriages. Two before him, one after. She still thinks about it, she tells me so. And then I have six kids. I feel guilty every time I show up.”


  “I’m sure she doesn’t think of it that way. I’ll bet she’s excited every time you visit,” I assured her.


  She turned. “You know what makes her happy? You do. Do you know what she sees out there? A daughter. She knows that when this is all over, she’ll have two children.”


  I turned from Adele to look at the queen again. “You think so? She seems a little distant. I haven’t even spoken to her yet.”


  Adele nodded. “Just you wait. She’s terrified of becoming attached to all of you just to watch you leave. Once it’s a smaller group, you’ll see.”


  I looked at the queen again. And then at Maxon. Back to the king. And then to Adele.


  So much went through my head. How families are families, no matter their castes. How mothers all have their own worries to bear. How I really didn’t hate any of the girls here, no matter how wrong they might be. How everyone out there must be putting on a brave face for some reason or another. And finally, how Maxon had made me a promise.


  “Excuse me. I have someone I need to talk to.”


  She sipped her wine and happily waved me away. I ran out of the room, and back into the blinding sun of the gardens. I searched around for a moment and found that Maxon’s young cousin had begun chasing him around a shrub. I smiled and approached slowly.


  Finally Maxon stopped, waving his hands in the air, admitting his defeat. As he laughed, he turned and saw me, his smile still wide on his face. When our eyes met, his smile faded. He searched my face, looking for a sign of my mood.


  I bit my lip and looked down. It was clear that caring about what happened to me as a member of the Selection would mean processing a lot of other feelings that I hadn’t been prepared for. However I took them in, I had to try not to force them out on other people, especially Maxon.


  I thought about the queen—hosting visiting leaders, family members, a gaggle of girls all at once. She managed events and backed causes. She assisted her husband, her son, and the country. And underneath it all, she was a Four who held her own heartbreaks and never let her former rank or current aches keep her from doing it all.


  I looked beneath my eyelashes at Maxon and smiled. He slowly smiled back, and whispered something to the little boy, who immediately turned and ran away. He reached up and tugged his ear. And I did the same.


  CHAPTER 20


  THE QUEEN’S FAMILY STAYED A few days, and the visitors from Swendway an entire week. They did a segment on the Report discussing international relations and movements toward more peace for both nations.


  It was now a month into my stay at the palace, and I was completely at home. My body was comfortable in the new climate. The warmth of the palace was heavenly, like a holiday. September was almost over, and it got very cool in the evenings, but it was much warmer than home. The sights of this giant space were no longer a mystery. The sounds of heeled shoes on marble, crystal glasses clinking, guards marching—they were starting to become as normal as the refrigerator humming or Gerad kicking a soccer ball up against the house.


  Meals with the royal family and times in the Women’s Room were staples in my routine, but the middle moments of my days were always new. I spent a lot of time working on music; the instruments at the palace were far superior to the ones I had at home. I had to admit, they were making me spoiled. The quality of the sound was unimaginably better. And the Women’s Room had gotten a little more exciting, as the queen had shown up at least twice now. She hadn’t really spoken to anyone yet, but she sat in a comfortable chair with her maids at her side, watching as we read or conversed.


  In general, the animosity had settled as well. We were getting used to one another. We finally found out the magazine’s top picks for our photographs. I was shocked to see I was one of the front-runners. Marlee was in the top spot, with Kriss, Tallulah, and Bariel close behind. Celeste didn’t talk to Bariel for days upon hearing this, but eventually everyone let it pass.


  What still seemed to bring the most tension were the bits of information tossed around. Whoever had been with Maxon recently couldn’t help but gush about their little interlude. The way everyone spoke, it seemed as if Maxon was going to be choosing six or seven wives. But not everyone was shining in this experience.


  For instance, Marlee had more than a few dates with Maxon, which put everyone on edge. Still, she never came across as excited as she had after their very first one.


  “America, if I tell you this, you have to swear not to tell a soul,” she said as we walked in the garden. I knew it was something serious. She’d waited until we got away from the listening ears in the Women’s Room and far beyond the eyes of the guards.


  “Of course, Marlee. Are you all right?”


  “Yes, I’m fine. I just. . . I need your opinion on something.” Her face was heavy with worry.


  “What’s wrong?”


  She bit her lip. “It’s Maxon. I’m not sure it’s going to work out.” She looked down.


  “What makes you think that?” I asked, concerned.


  “Well, for starters, I don’t. . . I don’t feel anything, you know? No spark, no connection.”


  “Maxon can be a little shy is all. You have to give him time.” This was true. I was surprised she didn’t know that about him.


  “No, I mean, I don’t think I like him.”


  “Oh.” That was something very different. “Have you tried?” What a stupid question.


  “Yes! So hard! I keep waiting for a moment to come when he’ll say or do something to make me feel like we have something in common, but it never happens. I think he’s handsome, but that’s not enough to build a whole relationship on. I don’t even know if he’s attracted to me. Do you have any idea what kind of things he, you know, likes?”


  I thought about it. “No, actually. We’ve never talked about what he’s looking for in the physical department.”


  “And that’s another thing! We never talk. He talks on and on to you, but we never seem to have anything to say. We spend a lot of our time quietly watching something or playing cards.”


  She looked more worried by the minute.


  “Sometimes we’re quiet together, too. Sometimes we just sit and say nothing. Besides, feelings like that don’t always happen overnight. Maybe you’re both just taking it slow.” I tried to sound reassuring—Marlee looked like she was on the verge of tears.


  “Honestly, America, I think the only reason I’m still here is because the people like me so much. I think their opinions matter to him.”


  That thought hadn’t occurred to me, but it sounded plausible. Long ago, I’d dismissed their opinion, but Maxon loved his people. They’d have more of a hand in choosing the next princess than they would know.


  “And besides,” she whispered, “everything between us feels so . . . empty.”


  Then the tears came.


  I sighed and hugged her. Truthfully, I wanted her to stay, to be here with me, but if she didn’t love Maxon. . .


  “Marlee, if you don’t want to be with Maxon, I think you need to tell him.”


  “Oh, no, I don’t think I can.”


  “You have to. He doesn’t want to marry someone who doesn’t love him. If you don’t have any feelings for him, he needs to know.”


  She shook her head. “I can’t just ask to leave! I need to stay. I couldn’t go home . . . not now.”


  “Why, Marlee? What’s keeping you here?”


  For a moment, I wondered if Marlee and I shared the same dark secret. Maybe there was someone she needed distance from, too. The only difference in our situations was that Maxon knew about mine. I wanted her to say it! I wanted to know I wasn’t the only one who’d ended up here out of some ridiculous circumstances.


  But Marlee’s tears stopped almost as quickly as they started. She sniffed a few times and straightened up. She smoothed out her day dress, squared her shoulders, and turned to face me. She pulled a strong, warm smile to her face and spoke.


  “You know what? I bet you’re right.” She started to back away. “I’m sure if I just give it some time, it’ll all work out. I have to go. Tiny’s expecting me.”


  Marlee half ran back to the palace. What in the world had come over her?


  The next day, Marlee avoided me. The day after that, too. I made a point of sitting in the Women’s Room at a safe distance and making sure to acknowledge her whenever we crossed paths. I wanted her to know that she could trust me; I wouldn’t make her talk.


  It took four days for her to give me a sad, knowing smile. I just nodded. It seemed that would be all there was to say about whatever was going on in Marlee’s heart.


  That same day, while I was sitting in the Women’s Room, Maxon called for me. It would be a lie to say I wasn’t absolutely giddy when I ran out the door and into his arms.


  “Maxon!” I breathed, falling into him. When I stepped back, he sort of fumbled a moment, and I knew why. The day we’d left the Swendway reception and went inside to talk, I confessed what a hard time I was having dealing with the way I felt. And I asked him not to kiss me until I was more certain. I could tell he was hurt, but he nodded and hadn’t broken his promise yet. It was just too hard to decipher those feelings when he acted like he was my boyfriend, but clearly wasn’t.


  There were still twenty-two girls here after Camille, Mikaela, and Laila had been sent home. Camille and Laila were simply incompatible and left with very little fanfare. Mikaela got so homesick she burst into heaving sobs during breakfast two days later. Maxon escorted her from the room, patting her shoulder the whole way. He seemed fine with letting them go, and was happy to focus on his other prospects, myself included. But he and I both knew it would be foolish of him to invest his heart completely in me when even I wasn’t sure where mine was.


  “How are you today?” he asked, stepping back.


  “Perfect, of course. What are you doing here? Aren’t you supposed to be working?”


  “The president of the Infrastructure Committee is sick, so the meeting was postponed. I’m free as a bird all afternoon.” His eyes were gleaming. “What do you want to do?” he asked, holding his arm out for me.


  “Anything! There’s so much of the palace I still haven’t seen. There are horses here, right? And the movie theater. You still haven’t taken me there.”


  “Let’s do that. I could use something relaxing. What kinds of movies do you like best?” he asked as we started walking toward where I guessed the stairwell to the basement was.


  “Honestly, I don’t know. I don’t get to watch a lot of movies. But I like romantic books. And comedies, too!”


  “Romance, you say?” He raised his eyebrows like he was up to no good. I had to laugh.


  We turned a corner and continued to talk. As we approached, a mass of the palace guard pulled to the side of the hall and saluted. There had to be more than a dozen men standing in the hallway. I was used to them by now. Even the sight of a collection that big couldn’t distract me from the fun time I was about to have with Maxon.


  What did stop me was when I heard the gasp that escaped someone’s mouth as we passed. Maxon and I both turned.


  And there was Aspen.


  I gasped, too.


  A few weeks ago, I’d heard some administrator in the palace talk about the draft in passing. I had wondered about Aspen, but seeing as I was running late to one of Silvia’s many lessons, I didn’t really have a chance to speculate much.


  So he’d been taken by the draft after all. Of all the places he could have gone. . .


  Maxon caught on. “America, do you know this young man?”


  It had been more than a month since I’d seen Aspen, but this was the person I’d spent years committing to memory, the person who still visited my dreams. I would know him anywhere. He looked a little bigger, like he’d been fed, really fed, and was working out a lot. His scraggly hair had been cut short, practically all gone. And I was used to seeing him in secondhand clothes that were barely being held together by threads, and here he was in one of the brilliant, fitted uniforms of the palace guard.


  He was alien and familiar at once. So many of the things around him seemed wrong. But those eyes . . . those were Aspen’s eyes.


  My eyes fell to the name tag on his uniform: OFFICER LEGER.


  I doubted a second had passed.


  I kept myself composed enough that no one saw the storm raging inside—a miracle in and of itself. I wanted to touch him, kiss him, scream at him, demand he leave my sanctuary. I wanted to melt away and disappear, but I felt so very here.


  None of it made sense.


  I cleared my throat. “Yes. Officer Leger comes from Carolina. He’s actually from my hometown.” I smiled at Maxon.


  No doubt Aspen would have heard us laughing as we rounded the corner, would have noted that my arm was still draped on the prince’s. Let him make of that what he would.


  Maxon seemed excited for me. “Well, how about that! Welcome, Officer Leger. You must be happy to see your Champion Girl again.” Maxon held his hand out, and Aspen shook it.


  Aspen’s face was like a stone. “Yes, Your Majesty. Very much so.”


  What did that mean?


  “I’m sure you’re pulling for her, too,” Maxon encouraged as he winked at me.


  “Of course, Your Majesty.” Aspen bowed his head a bit.


  And what did that mean?


  “Excellent. Since America is from your home province, I can’t think of a better man in the palace to leave her with. I’ll make sure you’re put on her guard rotation. This girl of yours refuses to keep a maid in her room at night. I’ve tried to tell her....” Maxon shook his head at me.


  Aspen finally seemed to relax a bit. “I’m not surprised by that, Your Majesty.”


  Maxon smiled. “Well, I’m sure you all have a busy day ahead of you. We’ll just be off. Good day, officers.” Maxon gave a quick nod and pulled me away.


  It took all the strength in my body not to look back.


  In the dark of the theater, I tried to figure out what to do. Maxon had made it clear from the night I’d told him about Aspen that he hated anyone who would treat me with so little care. If I told Maxon that the man he’d just assigned to watch over me was that very person, would he punish him somehow? I wouldn’t put it past him. He’d invented an entire support system for the country based on my stories of being hungry.


  So I couldn’t tell him. I wouldn’t tell him. Because as mad as I was, I loved Aspen. And I couldn’t bear him being hurt.


  Then should I leave? The ambivalence pulled at my heart. I could escape Aspen, get away from his face—a face that would torture me every day when I saw it and knew it was no longer mine. But if I left, I’d have to leave Maxon, too. And Maxon was my closest friend, maybe even more. I couldn’t just go. Besides, how would I explain it without telling him Aspen was here?


  And my family. Maybe the checks they got were smaller, but at least they were getting them. May had written saying that Dad was promising our best Christmas ever this year, but I was sure that came with the stipulation that another Christmas might never be as good. If I left, who could say how much money my past fame would bring for my family? We had to save up as much as we could now.


  “You didn’t like that one, did you?” Maxon asked nearly two hours later.


  “Huh?”


  “The movie. You didn’t laugh or anything.”


  “Oh.” I tried to remember one little piece of information, a single scene that I could say I’d enjoyed. Nothing registered. “I think I’m just a little out of it today. Sorry you wasted your afternoon.”


  “Nonsense.” Maxon waved away my lackluster attitude. “I just enjoy your company. Though perhaps you should take a nap before dinner. You’re looking a little pale.”


  I nodded. I was considering going to my room and never coming back out.


  CHAPTER 21


  IN THE END, I DECIDED against hiding in my room. Instead I chose the Women’s Room. Usually I darted in and out all day, visiting libraries, taking walks with Marlee, or even heading back upstairs to visit my maids. But now I was using the Women’s Room like a cave. No men, not even guards, were allowed inside without the queen’s express permission. It was perfect.


  Well, it was perfect for three days. With this many girls, it was only a matter of time until someone had a birthday. Kriss’s was on Thursday. I guessed she’d mentioned it to Maxon—who seemed to never pass up an opportunity to give someone something—and the outcome was a mandatory party for all the Selected. As a result, Thursday was a mad rush of girls in and out of one another’s rooms, asking what they were wearing or guessing at how grand it would be.


  It didn’t appear that gifts were required, but I figured I’d do something nice for her all the same.


  On the day of the party, I donned one of my favorite day dresses and grabbed my violin. I crept down to the Great Room, looking around corners before I committed to walking on. Once I made it to the room, I did another sweep, surveying the guards who lined the walls. Mercifully, Aspen was nowhere to be seen, and I had to chuckle at the presence of so many men in uniform. Were they expecting a riot or something?


  The Great Room was decorated beautifully. Special vases hung on the wall, displaying huge arrangements of yellow and white flowers, and similar bouquets sat in bowls around the room. Windows, stretches of wall, and pretty much anything that didn’t move was draped in garlands. A few small tables had been set out, and they were covered with bright linens. Little bits of glittering confetti sparkled on the table-tops. Ornate bows adorned the backs of chairs.


  In one corner, a massive cake that matched the colors of the room waited to be cut. Next to it, a small table held a few gifts for the birthday girl.


  A string quartet was set up against the wall, effectively making my attempt at a gift meaningless, and a photographer wandered the room, capturing moments for the public eye.


  The mood in the room was playful. Tiny—who had so far only managed to get close to Marlee—was talking to Emmica and Jenna and looking more animated than I’d ever seen her. Marlee hovered near a window, looking like one of the many guards dotting the wall. She made no effort to leave her chosen spot but stopped anyone who passed by to chat. A group of Threes—Kayleigh, Elizabeth, and Emily—all turned and waved and smiled. I returned the gesture. Everyone seemed so friendly and happy today.


  Except for Celeste and Bariel. Usually they were inseparable, but today they were on opposite ends of the room, with Bariel speaking to Samantha, and Celeste sitting alone at a table, clutching a crystal glass of deep red liquid. I’d obviously missed something between yesterday’s dinner and this afternoon.


  I gripped my violin case again and walked toward the back of the room to see Marlee.


  “Hi, Marlee. This is something, isn’t it?” I asked, setting down the violin.


  “It sure is.” She hugged me. “I hear Maxon’s coming by later to wish Kriss a happy birthday in person. Isn’t that sweet? I’ll bet he has a present, too.”


  Marlee went on in her typical enthusiastic way. I still wondered what her secret was, but I trusted her enough to bring up the subject if she really needed to talk about it. We spoke of little nothings for a few minutes until we heard a general clamor at the front end of the room.


  Marlee and I both turned, and while she remained calm, I was completely deflated.


  Kriss’s dress choice had been incredibly strategic. Here we all were in day dresses—short, girlish things—and she was in a floor-length gown. But the length meant little. It was that her dress was a creamy, almost white color. Her hair was done up with a row of yellow jewels pinned into a line across the front in a very subtle resemblance to a crown. She looked mature, regal, bridal.


  Even though I wasn’t entirely sure where my heart was, I felt a pang of jealousy. None of us would ever get a similar moment. No matter how many parties or dinners came and went, it would be rather pathetic to try to copy Kriss’s look. I saw Celeste’s hand—the one that wasn’t clutching her drink—ball into a fist.


  “She looks really pretty,” Marlee commented wistfully.


  “Better than pretty,” I replied.


  The party continued on, and Marlee and I mostly crowd-watched. Surprisingly—and suspiciously—Celeste clung to Kriss, talking up a storm as Kriss circled the room, thanking everyone for coming, even though we really had no choice.


  Eventually she made it to the back corner where Marlee and I were standing, soaking up the warm sun from the windows. Marlee, true to form, threw her arms around Kriss.


  “Happy birthday!” she squealed.


  “Thank you!” Kriss replied, returning Marlee’s affection and enthusiasm.


  “So you’re nineteen today, right?” Marlee asked.


  “Yes. I couldn’t think of a better way to celebrate. I’m so glad they’re taking pictures. My mother will love this! Even though we do pretty well, we’ve never had money to have something like this. It’s so beautiful!” she gushed.


  Kriss was a Three. There weren’t nearly as many limits to her life as mine, but I’d imagine anything close to this scale would be hard to justify.


  “It is impressive,” Celeste commented. “For my birthday last year, I had a black and white party. Any trace of color, and you weren’t even allowed in the door.”


  “Wow,” Marlee whispered, obvious envy in the tiny word.


  “It was fantastic. Gourmet food, dramatic lighting, and the music! Well, we flew in Tessa Tamble. You’ve heard of her?”


  It was impossible not to know Tessa Tamble. She had at least a dozen hit songs. Sometimes we saw videos of hers on TV, though that was frowned on by Mom. She thought we were infinitely more talented than anyone like Tessa, and it irked her to no end that she had fame and money when we didn’t for doing essentially the same thing.


  “She’s my favorite!” Kriss exclaimed.


  “Well, Tessa’s a dear friend of the family, so she came in and did a concert for my party. I mean, we couldn’t have a bunch of dreary Fives sucking all the life out of the room.”


  Marlee gave me a quick sideways glance. I could tell she was feeling embarrassed for me.


  “Oops,” Celeste added, looking at me. “I forgot. I meant no offense.”


  The sticky sweetness of her voice was infuriating. Once again I was tempted to hit her.... Better not to push it.


  “None taken,” I replied, as composed as I possibly could. “Exactly what do you do as a Two, Celeste? I mean, I’ve never heard your music on the radio.”


  “I model,” she answered in a tone that implied I should have known that. “Haven’t you seen my ads?”


  “Can’t say I have.”


  “Oh, well, you are a Five. I guess you can’t afford the magazines anyway.”


  It hurt because it was true. May loved to sneak peeks at magazines when we managed to go by a store, but there was absolutely no reason for us to buy them.


  Kriss, taking on the role of host again, switched directions.


  “You know, America, I’ve been meaning to ask what your focus was as a Five.”


  “Music.”


  “You should play for us sometime!”


  I sighed. “Actually, I brought my violin to play for you today. I thought it would make a nice gift, but you’ve already got a quartet, so I figured—”


  “Oh, play for us!” Marlee begged.


  “Please, America, it’s my birthday!” Kriss echoed.


  “But they’ve already given you a—” It didn’t matter how I protested. Kriss and Marlee had already shushed the quartet and made everyone come to the back of the room. Some girls fanned their dresses out and sat on the floor, while others pulled a few chairs toward the corner. Kriss stood in the middle of the crowd, clutching her hands with excitement, as Celeste stood by, holding the crystal glass she had yet to take a sip from.


  As the girls settled themselves, I prepped the violin. The quartet of young men who had been playing walked over to support me, and the few wait staff who had been buzzing about the room became still.


  I took a deep breath and brought the violin to my chin. “For you,” I said, looking at Kriss.


  I let the bow hover above the strings for a moment, closed my eyes, and then let the music come.


  For a while, there was no wicked Celeste, no Aspen lurking in the palace, no rebels trying to invade. There wasn’t anything but one perfect note stringing itself to the next in such a way they seemed afraid they might get lost in time without one another. But they did hold together, and as they floated on, this gift that was meant to be something for Kriss became something for me.


  I might be a Five, but I wasn’t worthless.


  I played the song—as familiar as my father’s voice or the smell of my room—for a few brief, beautiful moments, and then let it come to its unavoidable end. I gave the bow one last sweep across the strings and lifted it into the air.


  I turned to find Kriss, hoping she’d enjoyed her gift, but I didn’t even see her face. Behind the crowd of girls, Maxon had walked in. He was in a gray suit with a box under his arm for Kriss. The girls were kindly applauding, but I couldn’t register the sound. All I saw was that Maxon wore a handsome, awestruck expression, which slowly turned into a smile, a smile for no one but me.


  “Your Majesty,” I said with a curtsy.


  The other girls all clambered to their feet to greet Maxon. In the midst of this, I heard a shocked squeal.


  “Oh, no! Kriss, I’m so sorry.”


  A few girls had gasped in the same direction, and as Kriss turned my way I saw why. Her beautiful dress was stained down the front from Celeste’s punch. It looked like Kriss had been stabbed.


  “I’m sorry, I just turned too fast. I didn’t mean to, Kriss. Let me help you.” To the average person, Celeste’s tone probably sounded sincere, but I could see through it.


  Kriss covered her mouth as she started to cry, then ran from the room, which ended the party. To his credit, Maxon went after her, though I really wished he had stayed.


  Celeste was pleading her case to anyone who would listen, saying it was a complete accident. Tuesday was nodding, saying she saw the whole thing, but there were so many rolling eyes and sagging shoulders from the rest that her support was pointless. I quietly put my violin away and went to leave.


  Marlee grabbed my arm. “Someone should do something about her.”


  If Celeste could move someone as lovely as Anna to violence, or think it was acceptable to try and take the dress off my back, or make someone as good as Marlee come close to anger, then she really was too much for the Selection.


  I had to get that girl out of the palace.


  CHAPTER 22


  “I’M TELLING YOU, MAXON, IT wasn’t an accident.” We were in the garden again, passing time until the Report. It had taken me a whole day to get a chance to speak with him.


  “But she looked mortified, and she was so apologetic,” he countered. “How could it not have been an accident?”


  I sighed. “I’m telling you. I see Celeste every day, and that was her sneaky way of ruining Kriss’s moment in the spotlight. She’s so competitive.”


  “Well, if she was trying to take my attention from Kriss, she failed. I spent nearly an hour with the girl. Rather pleasant time I had, too.”


  I didn’t want to hear about that. I knew that there was something small and tenuous between us, and I didn’t want to deal with anything that might change it. Not until I knew how I felt about it myself.


  “Then what about Anna?” I asked.


  “Who?”


  “Anna Farmer? She hit Celeste, and you kicked her out, remember? I know Anna had to have been provoked.”


  “Did you hear Celeste say something?” He sounded skeptical.


  “Well . . . no. But I knew Anna, and I know Celeste. I’m telling you, Anna was not the type of person to head straight to violence. Celeste must have said something heartless to her for her to have reacted that way.”


  “America, I’m aware that you spend more time with the girls than I do, but how well can you really know them? You like to hide in your room or the libraries. I daresay you’re more familiar with your maids’ personalities than any of the Selected.”


  He was probably right, but I wouldn’t back down. “That’s not fair. I was right about Marlee, wasn’t I? Don’t you think she’s nice?”


  He made a face. “Yes . . . she is nice, I suppose.”


  “Then why won’t you believe me when I say that what Celeste did was a calculated move?”


  “America, it’s not that I think you’re lying. I’m sure, to you, it seemed that way. But Celeste was sorry. And she’s been nothing but gracious with me.”


  “I’ll bet she has,” I muttered under my breath.


  “That’s enough,” Maxon said with a sigh. “I don’t want to talk about the others right now.”


  “She tried to take my dress, Maxon,” I complained.


  “I said I don’t want to talk about her,” he said fiercely.


  That was all I was going to take. I huffed and lifted my arms in the air just to drop them with a thud against my legs. I was so frustrated I wanted to scream.


  “If you’re going to act this way, I’m going to find someone who does want my company.” He walked off.


  “Hey!” I called.


  “No!” He turned back on me and spoke more forcefully than I’d ever imagined he could. “You forget yourself, Lady America. It would do you well to remember that I am the crown prince of Illéa. For all intents and purposes, I am lord and master of this country, and I’ll be damned if you think you can treat me like this in my own home. You don’t have to agree with my decisions, but you will abide by them.”


  He turned and left, either not seeing or caring that I had tears in my eyes.


  I didn’t look his way through dinner, but it was difficult to do during the Report. I caught him looking at me twice, and both times he tugged his ear. I didn’t return the action. I didn’t want to talk to him right now. I could only assume I’d be scolded more anyway, and I didn’t need that.


  I walked up to my room afterward so upset with Maxon I couldn’t think clearly. Why wouldn’t he listen to me? Did he think I was a liar? Even worse, did he think Celeste was above lying?


  Maybe Maxon was just a typical guy, and Celeste was a beautiful girl, and in the end that would be what won out. For all his talk about wanting a soul mate, maybe all he wanted was a bedmate.


  And if that was the kind of person he was, why was I even bothering with this? Stupid, stupid, stupid! I kissed him! I told him I’d be patient! And for what? I just—


  I turned the corner to my room, and there was Aspen, waiting outside my door. All my rage melted away into a strange uncertainty. Guards, as a rule, kept their eyes forward and stayed at attention, but he was looking at me with an unreadable expression.


  “Lady America,” he whispered.


  “Officer Leger.”


  Though it wasn’t his job, he leaned over to open my door for me. I walked past slowly, almost afraid to turn my back on him, almost afraid he wasn’t real. As much as I’d tried to keep him out of my head and my heart, I just wanted him to be with me in that moment. As I passed, I heard him inhale just next to my hair. It gave me a chill.


  He fixed me with another stare and slowly closed the door.


  Sleep was pointless. I tossed for hours as thoughts of Maxon’s stupidity and Aspen’s closeness battled in my head. I didn’t know what to do about anything. My reflections were so consuming, I didn’t even realize that I’d been mulling them over until well past two in the morning.


  I sighed. My maids were going to have to work extra hard to make me look good tomorrow.


  Suddenly I saw a light from the hallway. So quietly it felt like I was dreaming it, Aspen cracked open the door, walked in, and shut it behind him.


  “Aspen, what are you doing?” I whispered as he crossed the room. “You’ll be in so much trouble if you’re caught in here!”


  He continued to walk silently.


  “Aspen?”


  He stopped in front of my bed and quietly laid the staff he was holding on the ground. “Do you love him?”


  I looked into Aspen’s deep eyes, barely visible in the dark. For a split second, I didn’t know what to say.


  “No.”


  He ripped back my blankets in a move both graceful and violent. I should have protested, but I didn’t. His hand was behind my head, pushing my face to his. He kissed me feverishly, and every good thing in the world fell into place. He didn’t smell like his homemade soap anymore, and he was stronger than he used to be, but every move, every touch was familiar.


  “They’ll kill you for doing this,” I breathed in a brief moment when his lips traveled to my neck.


  “If I don’t, I’ll die anyway.”


  I tried to work up the will to tell him to stop, but I knew any attempts would be halfhearted. A thousand things about this moment felt wrong—that we were breaking so many rules, that as far as I knew Aspen had another girlfriend, that Maxon and I had some sort of feelings for each other—but I couldn’t care. I was so angry with Maxon, and Aspen felt so comforting, I just let his hands travel up and down my legs.


  I marveled at how different it felt. We’d never had so much space before.


  Even with the distraction, I could feel everything else swarming in my head. I was angry with Maxon, angry with Celeste, even angry with Aspen. Hell, I was angry with Illéa. As we kissed on and on, I started crying.


  Aspen kissed me through it, and soon some of the tears were his, too.


  “I hate you, you know?” I said.


  “I know, Mer. I know.”


  Mer. When he touched me like that, called me that name, I felt like I was a world away. Upset as I was, Aspen felt like home.


  We went on for nearly fifteen minutes before he remembered himself.


  “I have to get back, the guard doing rounds will be expecting me.”


  “What?”


  “There are guards who do rounds at random. I might have twenty minutes, I might have an hour. If it’s a short round, I have less than five minutes.”


  “Hurry!” I urged, hopping up with him to help him straighten his hair.


  He grabbed his staff, and we ran across the floor together. Before he opened the door, he pulled me in to kiss me again. It felt like pure sunlight was traveling down my veins.


  “I can’t believe you’re here,” I said. “How did you end up on the palace guard?”


  He shrugged. “Turns out I’m a natural. They fly everyone to this training place in Whites. America, it was covered in snow! Nothing like the flurries we get back home. All the new guards are fed and trained and tested. There are shots, too. Don’t know what’s in them, but I grew really fast. I’m a solid fighter, and I’m smart. I tested the highest in our class.”


  I smiled with pride. “Not surprised by that at all.” I kissed him again. Aspen had always been too good to lead the life of a Six.


  He opened the door and checked the hallway. It looked empty.


  “I have so much to tell you. We need to talk,” I whispered.


  “I know. And we will. It’s going to take some time, but I’ll be back. Not tonight. I don’t know when, but soon.” He kissed me again, so hard it almost hurt.


  “I missed you,” he whispered into my mouth, and went back to his post.


  I walked back to my bed in a daze. I couldn’t believe what I’d just done. Part of me—a very upset part—felt like Maxon deserved this. If he wanted to spare Celeste and humiliate me, then I certainly wouldn’t be a part of the Selection much longer. If she could find a way around the rules, there was nothing to stop me anymore. Problem solved.


  Suddenly worn out, I fell asleep in moments.


  CHAPTER 23


  THE NEXT MORNING, I WOKE feeling a little guilty. Frightened even. Just because I didn’t return Maxon’s ear tug didn’t mean he couldn’t come to my room any time he wanted. We so easily could have been caught. If anyone had any idea what I’d done. . .


  It was treason. And there was only one way the palace dealt with treason.


  But another part of me didn’t care. In the hazy moments of waking, I relived every look in Aspen’s eyes, every touch, every kiss. I missed that so badly.


  I wished we’d had more time to talk. I really needed to know what Aspen was thinking, though last night had given me some clues. It was just so unbelievable—after trying so hard to not want him—that he might still want me.


  It was Saturday, and I was supposed to go to the Women’s Room, but I just couldn’t stand it. I needed to think, and I knew that wouldn’t happen in the endless chatter floating downstairs. When my maids came, I told them I had a headache and would be staying in bed.


  They were so helpful, bringing me food and cleaning the room as quietly as possible, that I almost felt bad for lying to them. I had to, though. I couldn’t face the queen and the girls and possibly Maxon while my mind was so solidly fixated on Aspen.


  I closed my eyes but did not sleep. I tried to clear up just how I felt. Before I got very far, though, there was a knock at the door. I rolled over, catching Anne’s face as she silently asked if she should answer it. I sat up quickly, straightened my hair, and gave her a nod.


  I prayed that it wouldn’t be Maxon—I was afraid he’d be able to read my crimes on my face—but I wasn’t prepared to see Aspen’s face walking through my door. I felt myself sit up taller and hoped my maids didn’t notice.


  “Pardon me, miss,” he said to Anne. “I’m Officer Leger. I’m here to speak to Lady America about some security measures.”


  “Of course,” she said, smiling brighter than usual and gesturing for Aspen to enter. In the corner I saw Mary nudge Lucy, who let out a tiny giggle.


  When he heard the sound, Aspen turned toward them and tipped his hat. “Ladies.”


  Lucy ducked her head and Mary’s cheeks looked redder than my hair, but they didn’t answer. Anne, though she also seemed taken by Aspen’s good looks, was put together enough to speak at least.


  “Shall we leave, miss?”


  I considered this. I didn’t want to seem too obvious, but some privacy would be nice.


  “Only for a moment. I’m sure Officer Leger won’t need me for long,” I decided, and they whisked right out of the room.


  Once they had disappeared behind the door, Aspen spoke. “You’re wrong, I’m afraid. I’m going to be needing you for a very long time.” He winked at me.


  I shook my head. “I still can’t believe you’re here.”


  Wasting no time, Aspen took off his hat and sat on the edge of my bed, setting his hands so our fingers just barely touched. “I never thought I’d count the draft as a blessing, but if it gives me the chance to apologize to you, I’ll be forever grateful.”


  I was stunned into silence.


  Aspen looked deep into my eyes. “Please forgive me, Mer. I was so, so stupid, and I’ve regretted that night in the tree house since the second I climbed down the ladder. I was too stubborn to say anything and then your name got called. . . I didn’t know what to do.” He stopped for a second. It looked like he had tears in his eyes. Was it possible that Aspen had been crying for me the way I’d been crying for him? “I’m still so in love with you.”


  I bit my lip, holding back my tears. I needed to be sure of one thing before I could even think about this.


  “What about Brenna?”


  His face fell. “What?”


  I gave an unsteady breath. “I saw you two together in the square when I was leaving. Is that over?”


  Aspen squinted his face in concentration then burst into laughter. He covered his mouth with his hands and fell backward on the bed before popping up and asking, “Is that what you think? Oh, Mer, she fell. She tripped and I caught her.”


  “Tripped?”


  “Yeah, the square was so full, people were standing on top of one another. She fell into me and made a joke about being a klutz, which you know is true for Brenna even on a good day.” I thought about the time she seemed to just fall off the sidewalk for no apparent reason. Why hadn’t this occurred to me before? “As soon as I could get free, I was rushing to the stage.”


  I remembered those moments, Aspen’s desperate attempt to get close to me. He hadn’t been faking at all. I smiled. “And just what were you planning on doing once you got there?”


  He shrugged. “I didn’t actually think it out that far. I was considering begging you to stay. I was prepared to make an idiot out of myself if it meant you wouldn’t get in that car. But then you looked so mad . . . and I get why you were.” He let out a sigh. “I just couldn’t do it. Besides, maybe you’d be happy here.” He looked around the room at all the beautiful things that were temporarily considered mine. I could see how he would think that.


  “Then,” he continued, “I thought that I could win you over once you came home.” His voice seemed suddenly tinged with worry. “I was sure you’d want out and come home as soon as you could. But . . . you didn’t.”


  He paused to look at me, but mercifully, didn’t ask just how close Maxon and I were. He’d seen some of it already, but he didn’t know that we kissed or had secret signals, and I didn’t want to have to explain that.


  “Then there was the draft, and I figured it would be unfair to even think about writing. I could die out here. I didn’t want to try to make you love me again and then. . .”


  “Love you again?” I asked incredulously. “Aspen, I never stopped.”


  In a swift but gentle move, Aspen leaned in and kissed me. He put his hand to my cheek, holding me to him, and every minute of the last two years flooded my body. I was so grateful they weren’t lost.


  “I’m so sorry,” he mumbled between kisses. “I’m so sorry, Mer.”


  He pulled away to look at me, a small smile on his perfect face, his eyes asking exactly what I was thinking: What do we do now?


  Just then, the door opened, and I was horror-struck as my maids took in Aspen’s closeness.


  “Thank goodness you’re back!” he said to them as he pushed his hand more firmly against my cheek before moving it to my forehead. “I don’t think you have a temperature, miss.”


  “What’s wrong?” Anne asked, worry falling over her face as she raced to my bedside.


  Aspen stood. “She started saying that she felt funny, something about her head.”


  “Is your headache worse, miss?” Mary asked. “You look so pale!”


  I bet I did. No doubt every drop of blood had dashed away from my face the moment they saw us together. But Aspen, so cool under pressure, had fixed it in a split second.


  “I’ll get the medicine,” Lucy piped in, scurrying to the bathroom.


  “Forgive me, miss,” Aspen said as my maids went to work. “I don’t wish to disturb you anymore. I’ll come back when you’re feeling better.”


  In his eyes I could see the same face I’d kissed a thousand times in the tree house. The world around us was completely new, but our connection was the same as ever.


  “Thank you, officer,” I said weakly.


  He went to leave, giving me a small bow.


  Soon my maids were all stirring around me, trying to heal a sickness that wasn’t even there.


  My head didn’t ache, but my heart did. The longing for Aspen’s arms was so familiar, it was like it never left.


  I woke to a hard shake on my shoulders from Anne in the middle of the night.


  “Wha—?”


  “Please, miss, you have to get up!” Her voice was frantic, worn with terror.


  “What’s wrong? Are you hurt?”


  “We’re under attack. We have to get you to the basement.”


  My mind was groggy; I couldn’t be sure I was hearing her right. But I noticed behind her that Lucy was already crying.


  “They’re inside?” I asked in disbelief.


  Lucy’s fearful wail was all the confirmation I needed.


  “What do we do?” I asked. A sudden adrenaline spike woke me up, and I jumped out of bed. As soon as I was standing, Mary was pushing my feet into shoes and Anne was putting a robe on me. All I could think was North or South? North or South?


  “There’s a passage here in the corner. It’ll take you straight to the safe room in the basement. The guards are there waiting. The royal family should already be there and most of the girls, too. Hurry, miss.” Anne pulled me out into the hallway and pushed on a section of wall. It turned, like a hidden passage from some mystery novel. Sure enough, behind the wall, a stairwell awaited me. As I stood there, Tiny bolted from her room and scurried down the passage.


  “Okay, let’s go,” I said. Anne and Mary gaped at me. Lucy was shaking to the point she could barely stand. “Let’s go,” I repeated.


  “No, miss. We go somewhere else. You have to hurry before they get here. Please!”


  I knew at best they’d be injured if they were found; at worst they’d die. I couldn’t bear them being hurt. Maybe I was a little cocky, but if Maxon had gone out of his way to do everything he’d done thus far, maybe they would matter to him if they mattered to me. Even if we were fighting. Perhaps it was too much generosity to bank on, but I wasn’t leaving them here. The fear made me move faster. I grabbed Anne’s arm and pushed her in. She stumbled and couldn’t stop me as I grabbed Mary and Lucy.


  “Move!” I told them.


  They started walking, but Anne was protesting the whole way. “They won’t let us in, miss! This place is just for the family.... They’ll just make us leave!” But I didn’t care what she said. Whatever their hiding place was, there was no way it would be as safe as wherever the royal family was staying.


  The stairwell was lit every few yards, but even so I nearly fell a few times in my haste to move. My mind was blinded with worry. How far had the rebels penetrated before? Did they know these pathways to safety existed? Lucy was half-paralyzed, and I tugged her down to keep us together.


  I couldn’t tell how long it took for us to reach the bottom, but finally the tiny pathway opened up to a man-made cavern. I could see other stairways and other girls, everyone running behind what looked to be a two-foot-thick door. We ran up to our safe place.


  “Thank you for delivering this girl. You can leave,” a guard said to my maids.


  “No! They’re with me. They’re staying,” I said with authority.


  “Miss, they have their own places to be,” he countered.


  “Fine. They don’t go in, I don’t go in. I’m sure Prince Maxon will appreciate knowing that my absence is your doing. Let’s go, ladies.” I pulled on Mary and Lucy’s hands. Anne was shocked into stillness.


  “Wait! Wait! Fine, go inside. But if anyone has an issue with it, it’s on your hands.”


  “Not a problem,” I said. I turned the girls and walked into the safe room with my head held high.


  There was a clamor of activity inside. Some girls were huddled together crying, others were in prayer. I saw the king and queen sitting alone, surrounded by more guards. Beside them, Maxon was holding Elayna’s hand. She looked a little shaken but obviously felt calmer with him touching her. I looked at the royal family’s position . . . so close to the door. I wondered if it was like a captain going down with his ship. They’d do everything to keep this place afloat, but if it went down, they’d be the first ones to drown.


  Their little group saw my entrance and noted the company I was keeping. I took in the confused expressions on their faces, nodded once, and continued to walk with my head high. I figured so long as I looked sure of myself, no one would question me.


  I was wrong.


  I took three more steps and Silvia walked up. She looked incredibly calm. This was all obviously old news for her.


  “Good. Some help. Girls, you will immediately get to the water stores in the back and begin serving refreshments to the royal family and the ladies. Get going, now,” she commanded.


  “No.” I turned to Anne and gave her my first real order. “Anne, please take some refreshments to the king, queen, and prince and then come join me.” I faced Silvia. “The rest can fend for themselves. They chose to leave their maids alone, they can get their own damn water. Mine will be sitting with me. Come, ladies.”


  I knew we were close enough to the royals that they would have heard me. In my quest to have a level of authority, I’d spoken a little too loudly. But I didn’t care if they thought I was rude. Lucy was more frightened than most of the people in this room. She was trembling head to foot, and there was no way I’d have her serving people half her equal in goodness in her state.


  Perhaps it was all my years as a big sister, but I just had to keep these girls safe.


  We found a little space in the back of the room. Whoever usually kept this place ready must not have been prepared for the influx the Selection would cause, because there weren’t nearly enough chairs in here. But I saw the stores of food and water and could tell they would get us through months down here, if the need arose.


  It was a funny little array of people. Obviously, several officials had been up working through the night, and they were in suits. Maxon himself was still dressed. But nearly all the girls were in their thin nightgowns that helped you sleep in the warmth of the rooms upstairs. Not all of them had been able to get a robe on in their haste to leave. I was even a little chilly under mine.


  Many of the girls had piled themselves toward the front of the room. Obviously, they’d be the first to die if someone got through the door. But if they didn’t, think of all the time spent right in front of Maxon! A few were closer to where we were, and most of them were in a similar state as Lucy—shaking, tearful, and petrified with worry.


  I pulled Lucy under an arm and Mary cuddled her from the other side. There wasn’t anything to say about the situation that was pleasant, so we stayed quiet, listening to the clamor of the room. The jangle of voices reminded me of the first day here, when they were giving us makeovers. I closed my eyes and pictured that action with the sound in an attempt to make myself as calm as I appeared.


  “Are you okay?”


  I looked up and there was Aspen, glorious in his uniform. His tone was very official, and he didn’t seem shaken by the situation at all. I sighed.


  “Yes, thank you.”


  We were quiet for a moment, watching people get settled in the room. Mary had obviously been exhausted—she was already asleep and leaning heavily on Lucy’s side. Lucy was fairly calm, all things considered. She’d stopped crying and just sat there looking at Aspen with a kind of wonder in her eyes.


  “It was good of you to bring your maids. Not everyone would be so kind to people considered beneath them,” he said.


  “Castes never meant that much to me,” I said quietly. He gave me the smallest smile.


  Lucy took in a breath like she was going to ask Aspen a question, but a loud yelling coursed through the chamber. A guard on the far end of the room was barking instructions for us to all silence ourselves.


  Aspen walked away, which was good. I feared someone would be able to see something.


  “That was the same guard from earlier, wasn’t it?” Lucy asked.


  “Yes, it was.”


  “I’ve seen him guarding your door lately. He’s awfully friendly,” she commented.


  I was sure Aspen would speak to my maids as kindly as he spoke to me when they crossed his path. They were Sixes, after all.


  “He’s very handsome,” she added.


  I smiled and contemplated saying something, but that same guard instructed us to be quiet. After a few jagged edges of conversation dulled away, an eerie hush fell over the room.


  The silence was worse than any sound. Without a single sense to guide me, my imagination took over, producing horrific scenes in my head: rooms demolished, a string of bodies, a merciless army only feet from the door. I found myself clutching the girls nearer to me, as if we could protect one another from whatever would come.


  The only stirring was Maxon walking around to check on each of the girls. When he got to our corner, only Lucy was awake with me, and every once in a while, we’d have a quick conversation in breathed words, reading each other’s lips. As Maxon approached, he smiled at the pile of people leaning on me. In that moment, I could see no anger left from our argument, though I really wanted to resolve it. Instead, I saw his grateful smile, simply happy that I was okay. A wave of guilt went through me.... What had I gotten myself into?


  “Are you well?” he asked.


  I nodded. He looked at Lucy and leaned across me to speak to her. I inhaled. Maxon didn’t smell like anything that could be bottled. Not like cinnamon or vanilla or even, I remembered quickly, like homemade soap. He had his own smell, a mix of chemicals that burned out from him.


  “And you?” he asked Lucy.


  She nodded, too.


  “Are you surprised to find yourself down here?” He smiled at Lucy, making light of what was an unimaginable situation.


  “No, Your Majesty. Not with her.” Lucy nodded in my direction.


  Maxon turned to look at me, and his face was incredibly close. I felt uncomfortable. Too many people could see us; Aspen included. But the moment passed quickly, and he turned back to Lucy.


  “I know what you mean.” Maxon smiled again. He looked like he might say more, but then changed his mind and moved to stand.


  I quickly grabbed his arm and whispered, “North or South?”


  “Do you remember the photo shoot?” he breathed.


  Shocked, I nodded. These rebels were making their way northwest, burning crops and slaughtering people along the way. Intercept them, he’d said. These rebels, these murderers, had been slowly coming for us all this time, and we couldn’t stop them. They were killers. They were Southerners.


  “Tell no one.” He left, moving on to Fiona, who was holding herself and crying quietly.


  I practiced breathing slowly, trying to imagine ways I could escape if they got to us, but I was fooling myself. If the rebels managed to get down here, it was all over. There was nothing to do but wait.


  The hours crept on. I had no idea what time it was, but people who had dozed off had woken up, and those of us who had powered through the time were starting to wilt.


  Finally, the door opened as some guards left to investigate. More time passed as the palace was swept, and eventually they returned.


  “Ladies and gentlemen,” one of the guards called, “the rebels have been subdued. We are asking that everyone please return to their rooms via the back stairs. There’s quite a mess and scores of injured guards. It’s better if you all bypass the main rooms and halls until they can be cleared. If you are a member of the Selection, please proceed to your room and stay there until further notice. I’ve spoken with the cooks, and food will be brought to you within the hour. I’m going to need all medical personnel to report with me to the hospital wing.”


  With that, people stood and started moving like nothing had happened. Some people even looked bored. Except for the faces of people like Lucy, it seemed everyone took the attack in stride, as if it were to be expected.


  My room had been ransacked. Mattress on the floor, dresses pulled out of the closet, the pictures of my family torn up on the ground. I looked around for my jar, and it was still intact with its penny inside, just hidden under the bed. I tried not to cry, but my eyes kept welling up. It wasn’t that I was afraid, though I was. I just didn’t like that an enemy had put their hands all over my things, had ruined them.


  It took quite a while to set things right, since we were all so tired. We managed, though. Anne even found some tape so I could put my pictures back together. I sent my maids to bed the moment I got my tape. Anne protested, but I wouldn’t have any of it. Now that I’d found my ability to command, I wasn’t afraid to use it.


  Once I was alone, I let myself cry. The fear, even though it had mostly passed, still had a hold on me.


  I pulled out the jeans that Maxon had given me and my one shirt from home and put them on. I felt a little more normal this way. My hair was messy from the events of the night and most of the morning, so I pulled it up into a casual little bun on the top of my head, pieces falling down around my face.


  I set the fragments of pictures on the bed, trying to figure out which ones went together. It was like having four puzzles’ worth of pieces all in the same box. I had managed to put only one together when there was a knock at the door.


  Maxon, I thought. Please be Maxon. I threw the door open hopefully.


  “Hello, dearie.” It was Silvia. She had a little pout on her face that I supposed was meant to be a consolation. She scuttled right past me into my room, then turned and took in what I was wearing.


  “Oh, don’t tell me you’re leaving, too,” she whined. “Honestly, it was nothing.” She wiped the whole incident away with her hand.


  I wouldn’t call it nothing. Couldn’t she tell I’d been crying?


  “I’m not leaving,” I said, tucking a hair behind my ear. “Are others going home?”


  She sighed. “Yes, three so far. And Maxon, dear boy, told me to let anyone who wants to leave go home. Arrangements are being made as we speak. It’s so funny. It was as if he knew girls would be leaving. If I were in your position, I’d think twice before leaving over all this nonsense.”


  Silvia started walking around my room, taking in the decor. Nonsense? What was wrong with this woman?


  “Did they take anything?” she asked casually.


  “No, ma’am. They made a mess, but nothing’s missing as far as I can tell.”


  “Very good.” She walked over to me and handed me a tiny portable phone. “This is the safest line in the palace. You need to call your family and tell them you’re fine. Don’t take too long, now. I still have a few girls to see.”


  I marveled at the tiny object. I’d never actually held a portable phone. I’d seen them before in the hands of Twos and Threes, but I never thought I’d get to use one. My hands trembled with excitement. I was going to hear their voices!


  I dialed the number eagerly. After everything that had happened, it actually brought a smile to my face. Mom picked up after two rings.


  “Hello?”


  “Mom?”


  “America! Is that you? Are you okay? Some guard called to tell us we might not be able to get ahold of you for a few days, and we knew those damn rebels had gotten through. We’ve been so scared.” She started crying.


  “Oh, don’t cry, Mom. I’m safe.” I looked over at Silvia. She looked bored.


  “Hold on.” There was a bit of movement.


  “America?” May’s voice was thick with tears. She must have had the worst day.


  “May! Oh, May, I miss you so much!” I felt the tears rising again.


  “I thought you were dead! America, I love you. Promise me you won’t die,” she wailed.


  “I promise.” I had to smile at such a vow.


  “Will you come home? Can’t you? I don’t want you there anymore.” May was practically begging.


  “Come home?” I asked.


  I felt so many things. I missed my family, and I was tired of hiding from rebels. I was getting more and more confused over my feelings for Aspen and Maxon, and I didn’t know how to handle them. The easiest thing to do would be to leave. But still.


  “No, May, I can’t come home. I have to stay here.”


  “Why?” May moaned.


  “Because,” I said simply.


  “Because why?”


  “Just . . . because.”


  May was quiet for a moment, thinking. “Are you in love with Maxon?” For a minute I heard the boy-crazy May that I was used to. She’d be fine.


  “Umm, I don’t know about that, but—”


  “America! You’re in love with Maxon! Oh my gosh!” I heard Dad yelling, “What?” in the background and then Mom’s “Yes, yes, yes!”


  “May, I never said—”


  “I knew it!” May just laughed and laughed. Just like that, all her fears of losing me vanished.


  “May, I have to go. The others need the phone. But I just wanted you all to know that I’m okay. I’ll write you soon, I promise.”


  “Okay, okay. Tell me about Maxon! And send more treats! I love you!” she yelled.


  “I love you, too. Bye.”


  I hung up the phone before she could ask for anything else. The moment her voice was gone, though, I missed her more than I had before.


  Silvia was swift. She had the phone out of my hand in a matter of seconds and was walking to the door.


  “There’s a good girl,” she said, and disappeared down the hall.


  I certainly didn’t feel good. But I knew that once I figured out how to set things right with Aspen and Maxon, I would.


  CHAPTER 24


  AMY, FIONA, AND TALLULAH were gone within hours. I wasn’t sure if the speed was due to the efficiency of Silvia or the nerves of the girls. We dropped to nineteen, and it suddenly felt like this was all moving quickly. Still, I couldn’t have predicted how much faster it would become.


  The Monday after the attacks, we returned to our routine. Breakfast was as delicious as ever, and I wondered if there would come a time when I wouldn’t appreciate these amazing meals.


  “Kriss, isn’t this divine?” I asked as I bit into a piece of star-shaped fruit. I’d never seen it before I came to the palace. Kriss’s mouth was full, but she nodded in agreement. I felt a warm sense of sisterhood this morning. Now that we had survived a major rebel attack together, it felt like these small bonds had sealed into something unbreakable. Beside Kriss, Emily was passing me honey. Next to me, Tiny was asking where my songbird necklace came from with admiration in her eyes. The atmosphere was that of my family dinners a few years ago, before Kota turned into a jerk and we lost Kenna to a husband: full, bright, chatty.


  I suddenly knew, just as Maxon had said his mother had done, that I would contact these girls down the road. I would want to know who everyone married and send them Christmas cards. And in twenty-some-odd years, if Maxon had a son, I’d call to ask them about their favorite girls in the new Selection. And we’d remember everything we’d gone through and laugh about it as if it had been an adventure, not a competition.


  Oddly enough, the only person in the room who appeared to be distressed was Maxon. He didn’t touch his food but instead gazed up and down the rows of girls with a clear look of concentration on his face. Every once in a while, he paused midthought and seemed to debate with himself over something, and then moved on.


  When he came to my row, he caught me looking at him and gave me a weak smile. Except for the quick interlude last night, we hadn’t spoken since our argument, and there were things that needed to be said. This time, I needed to be the initiator. With an expression that said it was a request, not a demand, I tugged my ear. His expression remained strained, but he tugged his ear, too.


  I sighed with relief and found my eyes moving toward the doors of the massive room. As I’d suspected, another pair of eyes was looking my way. I’d noticed Aspen when I entered, but I tried not to acknowledge him. I supposed it was impossible to ignore someone you’ve loved that much.


  Maxon stood up. The sudden movement made his chair screech in a way that drew our collective attention. As we all turned toward him, he looked like he wished he could sit back down unnoticed. Realizing that wasn’t an option, he spoke instead.


  “Ladies,” he said with a bow of his head. He looked genuinely pained. “I’m afraid that after yesterday’s attack, I’ve been forced to seriously reconsider the operation of the Selection. As you know, three ladies asked to leave yesterday, and I obliged. I wouldn’t want anyone here against their will. Furthermore, I don’t feel comfortable keeping anyone in the palace, facing this constant threat of danger, when I feel confident that we don’t have any sort of future together.”


  Around the room, the confusion changed to a clear and unhappy understanding.


  “He’s not. . .,” Tiny whispered.


  “Yes, he is,” I replied.


  “Though it grieves me to do this, I have discussed the matter with my family and a few close advisers and have decided to go ahead and narrow the Selection down to the Elite. However, instead of ten, I’ve decided to send all but six of you home,” Maxon stated in a businesslike tone.


  “Six?” Kriss gasped.


  “That’s not fair,” Tiny breathed, already starting to cry.


  I looked around the room as the hum of complaints rose and fell. Celeste braced herself, as if she could fight for a spot. Bariel had closed her eyes and crossed her fingers, perhaps hoping that image would garner her some sympathy. Marlee, who had admitted that she didn’t care for Maxon, looked incredibly tense. Why did she want to stay so badly?


  “I don’t wish to draw this out unnecessarily, so only the following ladies will be staying. Lady Marlee and Lady Kriss.”


  Marlee breathed out a sigh of relief and put a hand to her chest. Kriss did a happy, fidgety dance in her chair and looked at the girls around her, expecting us to be happy. And I was until I realized that two of the six spots were already gone. With a disagreement hanging between Maxon and me, would he send me home? Did he not see any future with me? Did I want him to? What would I do if I had to go?


  This whole time, the power had been in my hands as to when I would leave. I was abruptly aware of how important it was to me to stay.


  “Lady Natalie and Lady Celeste,” he continued, looking at them both in turn. I cringed at Celeste’s name. He couldn’t keep her and not me. I could hardly believe he was keeping her at all. But was that a sign I was going? We’d fought about her very presence here.


  “Lady Elise,” he said, and the room inhaled a breath, awaiting the final name. I realized Tiny and I were squeezing each other’s hands.


  “And Lady America.” Maxon looked over at me, and I felt every muscle in my body relax. Tiny started bawling immediately, and she wasn’t alone. Maxon let out a long sigh.


  “To everyone else, I’m incredibly sorry, but I hope you all trust me when I say that I meant this to be a good thing for you. I don’t want to raise anyone’s hopes for no reason and risk your life in the process. If anyone who is leaving wants to speak to me, I’ll be in the library down the hall, and you may visit me as soon as you’ve finished eating.”


  Maxon walked out of the room as quickly as he could without running. I watched him until he crossed in front of Aspen, and then my attention was diverted. Aspen’s face was confused, and I knew why. I’d told him I didn’t love Maxon, so he would have assumed I meant next to nothing to Maxon as well. So why would I be so tense about staying or going? And why would Maxon want to keep me around?


  Before a second had passed, Emmica and Tuesday were running after Maxon, no doubt looking for an explanation. Some girls were in tears, obviously heartbroken, and it fell on those of us remaining to comfort them.


  It was unbearably awkward. Tiny ended up swatting away my hands and running out of the room. I hoped she wouldn’t hold any bitter feelings against me.


  People left within minutes, no longer hungry. I didn’t linger myself, unable to handle the outpouring of emotion. As I passed Aspen, he whispered “tonight.” I gave a tiny nod and went on my way.


  The rest of the morning was odd. I’d never really had friends that I would miss. All the occupied rooms on the second floor were open, and girls scurried in and out, passing notes and gathering addresses. We cried together and laughed together, and by the afternoon, the palace had turned into a far more serious place than it was when we came.


  No one was left in my little wing of the hall, so there was no sound of maids rushing to and fro, or of doors closing. I sat at my table, reading a book as my maids dusted. I wondered if the palace always felt this lonely. The emptiness made me miss my family.


  Suddenly a knock came at the door. Anne rushed to get it, looking at me to make sure I was prepared for a visitor. I gave her a small nod.


  When Maxon came into the room, I jumped to my feet.


  “Ladies,” he said, looking to my maids. “We meet again.”


  They curtsied and giggled. He acknowledged them and turned his eyes to me. I hadn’t realized how eager I was to see him. I stood by the table in a daze.


  “Do forgive me, but I need to speak with Lady America. Would you give us a moment?”


  There was more curtsying and giggling, and Anne asked—with a tone that implied near worship of the prince—if she could bring him anything. Maxon declined, and they left us. He had his hands in his pockets. We were silent for a while.


  “I thought you might not keep me,” I finally admitted.


  “Why?” he asked, sounding honestly confused.


  “Because we fought. Because everything between us is weird. Because. . .” Because even though you’re dating five other women, I think I’m cheating on you, I thought.


  Maxon closed the distance between us slowly, choosing his words as he walked. When he finally reached me, he picked up my hands in his and explained everything.


  “First, let me say I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have yelled at you.” His voice was completely sincere. “It’s just that some of the committees and my father are already pressuring me in this, and I truly want to be able to make the decision for myself. It was frustrating to run into another situation where my opinion wasn’t being taken seriously.”


  “Another situation?” I asked.


  “Well, you’ve seen my choices. Marlee is a favorite with the people, and that cannot be overlooked. Celeste is a very powerful young woman, and she comes from an excellent family to align ourselves with. Natalie and Kriss are charming girls, both very agreeable and favorites of some in my family. Elise happens to have relations in New Asia. Since we’re trying to end this damn war, that is something to take into consideration. I’ve been debated down and cornered from every side on this decision.”


  There was no explanation for me, and I almost didn’t ask for it. I knew that we were friends first and that I had no political uses at all. But I needed to hear the words so I could make the decision for myself. I couldn’t look him in the eye.


  “And why am I still here?” My voice was barely above a whisper. I was sure this was going to hurt. In the pit of my stomach I was sure I was only still here because he was too good to break his promise.


  “America, I thought I’d made myself clear,” Maxon said calmly. He let out a patient sigh and used his hand to nudge up my chin. When I was finally looking into his eyes, he confessed.


  “If this were a simpler matter, I’d have eliminated everyone else by now. I know how I feel about you. Maybe it’s impulsive of me to think I could be so sure, but I’m certain I would be happy with you.”


  I blushed. I could feel tears rising, but I blinked them away. The expression on his face was so adoring, I didn’t want to miss it.


  “There are moments when I feel like you and I have broken down every last wall, and then others when I think you only want to stay for convenience. If I knew for sure that I, and I alone, was your motivation. . .”


  He paused and shook his head, as if the end of his sentence was something he couldn’t let himself want.


  “Would I be wrong in saying that you’re still unsure of me?”


  I didn’t want to hurt him, but I had to be honest. “No.”


  “Then I have to hedge my bets. You may decide to leave, and I will let you go if you do. In the meantime, I have to find a wife. I’m trying to make the best decision I can within the boundaries I’ve been given, but please, don’t doubt for a moment that I care for you. Deeply.”


  I couldn’t hold back the tears anymore. I thought about Aspen and what I’d done, and I felt so ashamed.


  “Maxon?” I sniffed. “Can you . . . can you ever forgive—?” I didn’t get to finish my confession. He came even closer and started sweeping the tears off my face with his strong fingers.


  “Forgive what? Our stupid little fight? It’s already forgotten. Your feelings being a little slower than mine? I’m prepared to wait,” he said with a shrug. “I don’t think there’s anything you could do that I couldn’t forgive. Need I remind you of the knee to my groin?”


  I couldn’t help but laugh. Maxon chuckled once, then became suddenly serious.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked.


  He shook his head. “They were so fast this time.” Maxon’s voice was full of an aggravated wonder at the talents of the rebels. I suddenly wondered how close to disaster I had come by trying to save my maids.


  “I’m getting more and more worried, America. North or South, they’re getting exceptionally determined. It seems they won’t stop until they get what they want, and we haven’t the faintest clue what it is.” Maxon looked confused and sad. “I feel like it’s only a matter of time until they destroy someone important to me.”


  He looked into my eyes.


  “You know, you still have a choice in this. If you’re afraid to stay, you should say so.” He paused, thinking. “Or if you don’t think you can love me at all, it would be kinder to tell me now. I’ll let you go on your way, and we can part as friends.”


  I wrapped my arms around him, resting my head against his chest. Maxon seemed both comforted and surprised by the gesture. It took only a second for him to wrap his arms securely around me.


  “Maxon, I’m not completely sure what we are, but we’re definitely more than friends.”


  He let out a sigh. With my head there against his chest, I could faintly make out the sound of his heart beating through his suit coat. It seemed to be rushing. His hand, gentle as ever, reached to cup my cheek. As I looked into his eyes, I felt that unnameable feeling that was growing between us.


  With his eyes, Maxon asked for something we’d both agreed to wait on. I was glad he didn’t want to wait anymore. I gave him a tiny nod, and he bridged the small gap between us, kissing me with unimaginable tenderness.


  I felt a smile underneath his lips, and it lingered for a long time after.


  CHAPTER 25


  I FELT A NUDGE ON my arm. It was dark and either very late or very early. For a fraction of a second, I thought that there’d been yet another attack. Then I knew I was wrong because of the single word used to wake me.


  “Mer?”


  My back was to Aspen, and I took a moment to steady myself before I faced him. In my head, I knew that there were things that needed to be set right between us. I hoped my heart would let me say them.


  I rolled over and caught Aspen’s bright green eyes and knew this would be difficult. Then I noticed that he’d left the door to my room open.


  “Aspen, are you crazy?” I whispered. “Close the door.”


  “No, I’ve thought this out. With the door open, I can tell anyone who comes by that I heard a noise and was checking on you, which is my job. No one would suspect a thing.”


  It was simple and brilliant. I nodded my head in understanding. “Okay.”


  I turned on the small lamp on my bedside table to make it clear to any passersby that we weren’t hiding anything. I noticed that the clock said it was past three in the morning.


  Aspen was obviously pleased with himself. His smile, the same one that used to greet me in the tree house, was wide.


  “You kept it,” he said.


  “Huh?”


  Aspen pointed down to my bedside table, where the jar sat with its lone penny.


  “Yeah,” I said. “I just couldn’t bring myself to get rid of it.”


  His expression grew more and more hopeful. He turned to look at the door, as if checking quickly that no one was there. Then he bent down to kiss me.


  “No,” I said quietly, pulling away. “You can’t do that.”


  The look in his eyes warred between confusion and sadness, and I feared that everything I was about to say was only going to make things worse.


  “Did I do something wrong?”


  “No,” I said adamantly. “You’ve been wonderful. I’ve been so happy to see you again and to know that you still love me. It’s changed everything.”


  He smiled. “Good. Because I do love you, and I’m planning on making sure you never have a reason to doubt it.”


  I squirmed. “Aspen, whatever we were, or are right now, we can’t be that here.”


  “What do you mean?” he asked, shifting his weight.


  “I’m part of the Selection right now. I’m here for Maxon, and I can’t date you or whatever this is while it’s still going on.” I started fidgeting with a bit of my comforter.


  He thought a moment. “So were you lying to me? When you said you never stopped loving me?”


  “No,” I assured him. “You’ve been in my heart the whole time. You’re the reason things have been going as slow as they are. Maxon likes me, but I can’t let myself really care about him because of you.”


  “Well, great,” he said sarcastically. “Glad to know you’d be fine dating him if I wasn’t around.”


  Underneath the anger, I could see he was heartbroken, but it wasn’t my fault it turned out this way.


  “Aspen?” I asked quietly, getting him to look at me. “When you left me in the tree house, you crushed me.”


  “Mer, I said I—”


  “Let me finish.” He huffed, then was silent. “You took away my dreams, and the only reason I’m here is because you insisted I sign up.”


  He shook his head, irritated at the truth.


  “I’ve been trying to put myself back together, and Maxon really cares about me. You mean so much to me, you know you do. But I’m part of this now, and I’d be stupid to not let myself see what happens.”


  “So you’re choosing him over me?” he asked miserably.


  “No, I’m not choosing him or you. I’m choosing me.”


  That was the truth at the core of everything. I didn’t know what I wanted yet, and I couldn’t let myself be swayed by what was easy or what someone else thought was right. I had to give myself time to decide what was best for me.


  Aspen mulled this over for a moment, still not happy with what I was saying. Finally he smiled.


  “You know I’m not giving up, right?” His tone was an obvious challenge, and I grinned in spite of myself. It was true that Aspen was not the type to admit defeat.


  “This really isn’t a good place to try to fight for me. Your determination is a dangerous trait here.”


  “I’m not afraid of that suit,” he scoffed.


  I rolled my eyes, amused at being on this end of the relationship. I’d always been worried about someone stealing Aspen. I felt guilty about how refreshing it was to see him worried about someone stealing me for a change.


  “Okay. You said you didn’t love him . . . but you must like him a little to be willing to stay, right?”


  I ducked my head. “I do,” I said with a tiny nod. “He’s more than I ever imagined he was.”


  He considered that for a moment, soaking it in.


  “I guess that means I’ll have to fight harder than I thought,” he said, heading for the hall. Then he turned and gave me another wink. “Goodnight, Lady America.”


  “Goodnight, Officer Leger.”


  The door clicked shut, and the sense of peace was overwhelming. Since the Selection had started, I’d been worrying that it was something that was going to ruin my life. But in this moment, I couldn’t think of a time that felt more right.


  Too soon, my maids bustled in. Anne pulled back the curtains, and as the light fell on me, it felt like this was truly my first day at the palace.


  The Selection was no longer something that was simply happening to me, but something I was actively a part of. I was an Elite. I pulled back the covers and leaped into the morning.


  END OF BOOK ONE
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    CHAPTER 1


    THE ANGELES AIR WAS QUIET, and for a while I lay still, listening to the sound of Maxon’s breathing. It was getting harder and harder to catch him in a truly calm and happy moment, and I soaked up the time, grateful that he seemed to be at his best when he and I were alone.


    Ever since the Selection had been narrowed down to six girls, he’d been more anxious than he was when the thirty-five of us arrived in the first place. I guessed he thought he’d have more time to make his choices. And though it made me feel guilty to admit it, I knew I was the reason why he wished he did.


    Prince Maxon, heir to the Illéa throne, liked me. He’d told me a week ago that if I could simply say that I cared for him the way he did for me, without anything holding me back, this whole competition would be over. And sometimes I played with the idea, wondering how it would feel to be Maxon’s alone.


    But the thing was, Maxon wasn’t really mine to begin with. There were five other girls here—girls he took on dates and whispered things to—and I didn’t know what to make of that. And then there was the fact that if I accepted Maxon, it meant I had to accept a crown, a thought I tended to ignore if only because I wasn’t sure what it would mean for me.


    And, of course, there was Aspen.


    He wasn’t technically my boyfriend anymore—he’d broken up with me before my name was even drawn for the Selection—but when he showed up at the palace as one of the guards, all the feelings I’d been trying to let go of flooded my heart. Aspen was my first love; when I looked at him … I was his.


    Maxon didn’t know that Aspen was in the palace, but he did know that there was someone at home that I was trying to get over, and he was graciously giving me time to move on while attempting to find someone else he’d be happy with in the event I couldn’t ever love him.


    As he moved his head, inhaling just above my hairline, I considered it. What would it be like to simply love Maxon?


    “Do you know when the last time was that I really looked at the stars?” he asked.


    I settled closer to him on our blanket, trying to keep warm in the cool Angeles night. “No idea.”


    “A tutor had me studying astronomy a few years ago. If you look closely, you can tell that the stars are actually different colors.”


    “Wait, the last time you looked at the stars was to study them? What about for fun?”


    He chuckled. “Fun. I’ll have to pencil in some between the budget consultations and infrastructure committee meetings. Oh, and war strategizing, which, by the way, I am terrible at.”


    “What else are you terrible at?” I asked, running my hand across his starched shirt. Encouraged by the touch, Maxon drew circles on my shoulder with the hand he had wrapped behind my back.


    “Why would you want to know that?” he asked in mock irritation.


    “Because I still know so little about you. And you seem perfect all the time. It’s nice to have proof you’re not.”


    He propped himself up on an elbow, focusing on my face. “You know I’m not.”


    “Pretty close,” I countered. Little flickers of touch ran between us. Knees, arms, fingers.


    He shook his head, a small smile on his face. “Okay, then. I can’t plan wars. I’m rotten at it. And I’m guessing I’d be a terrible cook. I’ve never tried, so—”


    “Never?”


    “You might have noticed the teams of people keeping you up to your neck in pastries? They happen to feed me as well.”


    I giggled. I helped cook practically every meal at home. “More,” I demanded. “What else are you bad at?”


    He held me close, his brown eyes bright with a secret. “Recently I’ve discovered this one thing ….”


    “Tell.”


    “It turns out I’m absolutely terrible at staying away from you. It’s a very serious problem.”


    I smiled. “Have you really tried?”


    He pretended to think about it. “Well, no. And don’t expect me to start.”


    We laughed quietly, holding on to each other. In these moments, it was so easy to picture this being the rest of my life.


    The rustle of leaves and grass announced that someone was coming. Even though our date was completely acceptable, I felt a little embarrassed and sat up quickly. Maxon followed suit as a guard made his way around the hedge to us.


    “Your Majesty,” he said with a bow. “Sorry to intrude, sir, but it’s really unwise to stay out this late for so long. The rebels could—”


    “Understood,” Maxon said with a sigh. “We’ll be right in.”


    The guard left us alone, and Maxon turned back to me. “Another fault of mine: I’m losing patience with the rebels. I’m tired of dealing with them.”


    He stood and offered me his hand. I took it, watching the sad frustration in his eyes. We’d been attacked twice by the rebels since the start of the Selection—once by the simply disruptive Northerners and once by the deadly Southerners—and even with my brief experience, I could understand his exhaustion.


    Maxon was picking up the blanket and shaking it out, clearly not happy that our night had been cut short.


    “Hey,” I said, urging him to face me. “I had fun.”


    He nodded.


    “No, really,” I said, walking over to him. He moved the blanket to one hand to wrap his free arm around me. “We should do it again sometime. You can tell me which stars are which colors, because I seriously can’t tell.”


    Maxon gave me a sad smile. “I wish things were easier sometimes, normal.”


    I moved so I could wrap my arms around him, and as I did so, Maxon dropped the blanket to return the gesture. “I hate to break it to you, Your Majesty, but even without the guards, you’re far from normal.”


    His expression lightened a bit but was still serious. “You’d like me more if I was.”


    “I know you find it hard to believe, but I really do like you the way you are. I just need more—”


    “Time. I know. And I’m prepared to give you that. I only wish I knew that you’d actually want to be with me when that time was over.”


    I looked away. That wasn’t something I could promise. I weighed Maxon and Aspen in my heart over and over, and neither of them ever had a true edge. Except, maybe, when I was alone with one of them. Because, at that moment, I was tempted to promise Maxon that I would be there for him in the end.


    But I couldn’t.


    “Maxon,” I whispered, seeing how dejected he looked at my lack of an answer. “I can’t tell you that. But what I can tell you is that I want to be here. I want to know if there’s a possibility for … for …” I stammered, not sure how to put it.


    “Us?” Maxon guessed.


    I smiled, happy at how easily he understood me. “Yes. I want to know if there’s a possibility for us to be an us.”


    He moved a lock of hair behind my shoulder. “I think the odds are very high,” he said matter-of-factly.


    “I think so, too. Just … time, okay?”


    He nodded, looking happier. This was how I wanted to end our night, with hope. Well, and maybe one more thing. I bit my lip and leaned into Maxon, asking with my eyes.


    Without a second of hesitation, he bent to kiss me. It was warm and gentle, and it left me feeling adored and somehow aching for more. I could have stayed there for hours, just to see if I could get enough of that feeling; but too soon, Maxon backed away.


    “Let’s go,” he said in a playful tone, pulling me toward the palace. “Better get inside before the guards come for us on horseback with spears drawn.”


    As Maxon left me at the stairs, the tiredness hit me like a wall. I was practically dragging myself up to the second floor and around the corner to my room when, suddenly, I was quite awake again.


    “Oh!” Aspen said, surprised to see me, too. “I think it makes me the worst guard ever that I assumed you were in your room this whole time.”


    I giggled. The Elite were supposed to sleep with at least one of their maids on watch in the night. I really didn’t like that, so Maxon insisted on stationing a guard by my room in case there was an emergency. The thing was, most of the time that guard was Aspen. It was a strange mix of exhilaration and terror knowing that nearly every night he was right outside my door.


    The lightness of the moment faded quickly as Aspen grasped what it meant that I hadn’t been safely tucked in my bed. He cleared his throat uncomfortably.


    “Did you have a good time?”


    “Aspen,” I whispered, looking to make sure no one was around. “Don’t be upset. I’m part of the Selection, and this is just how it is.”


    “How am I supposed to stand a chance, Mer? How can I compete when you only ever talk to one of us?” He made a good point, but what could I do?


    “Please don’t be mad at me, Aspen. I’m trying to figure all this out.”


    “No, Mer,” he said, gentleness returning to his voice. “I’m not mad at you. I miss you.” He didn’t dare say the words aloud, but he mouthed them. I love you.


    I melted.


    “I know,” I said, placing a hand on his chest, letting myself forget for a moment all that we were risking. “But that doesn’t change where we are or that I’m an Elite now. I need time, Aspen.”


    He reached up to hold my hand in his and nodded. “I can give you that. Just … try to find some time for me, too.”


    I didn’t want to bring up how complicated that would be, so I gave him a tiny smile before gently pulling my hand away. “I need to go.”


    He watched me as I walked into my room and shut the door behind me.


    Time. I was asking for a lot of it these days. I hoped that if I had enough, everything would somehow fall into place.

  


  
    CHAPTER 2


    “NO, NO,” QUEEN AMBERLY ANSWERED with a laugh. “I only had three bridesmaids, though Clarkson’s mother suggested I have more. I just wanted my sisters and my best friend, who, coincidentally, I’d met during my Selection.”


    I peeked over at Marlee and was happy to find she was looking at me, too. Before I arrived at the palace, I had assumed that with this being such a high-stakes competition, there’d be no way any of the girls would be friendly. Marlee had embraced me the first time we met, and we’d been there for each other from that moment on. With a single almost-exception, we’d never even had an argument.


    A few weeks ago, Marlee had mentioned that she didn’t think she wanted to be with Maxon. When I’d pushed her to explain, she clammed up. She wasn’t mad at me, I knew that, but those days of silence before we’d let it go were lonely.


    “I want seven bridesmaids,” Kriss said. “I mean, if Maxon chooses me and I get to have a big wedding.”


    “Well, I won’t have bridesmaids,” Celeste said, countering Kriss. “They’re just distracting. And since it would be televised, I want all eyes on me.”


    I fumed. It was rare that we all got to sit and talk with Queen Amberly, and here Celeste was, being a brat and ruining it.


    “I’d want to incorporate some of my culture’s traditions into my wedding,” Elise added quietly. “Girls back in New Asia use a lot of red in their ceremonies, and the groom has to bring gifts to the bride’s friends to reward them for letting her marry him.”


    Kriss piped up. “Remind me to be in your wedding party. I love presents!”


    “Me, too!” Marlee exclaimed.


    “Lady America, you’ve been awfully quiet,” Queen Amberly said. “What do you want at your wedding?”


    I blushed because I was completely unprepared to comment.


    There was only one wedding I’d ever imagined, and it was going to take place at the Province of Carolina Services Office after an exhausting amount of paperwork.


    “Well, the one thing I’ve thought about is having my dad give me away. You know when he takes your hand and puts it in the hand of the person you marry? That’s the only part I’ve ever really wanted.” Embarrassingly enough, it was true.


    “But everyone does that,” Celeste complained. “That’s not even original.”


    I should have been mad that she called me out, but I merely shrugged. “I want to know that my dad completely approves of my choice on the day it really matters.”


    “That’s nice,” Natalie said, sipping her tea and looking out the window.


    Queen Amberly laughed lightly. “I certainly hope he approves. No matter who it is.” She added the last words quickly, catching herself in the middle of implying that Maxon would be my choice.


    I wondered if she thought that, if Maxon had told her about us.


    Shortly after, the wedding talk died down, and the queen left to go work in her room. Celeste parked herself in front of the large television embedded in the wall, and the others started a card game.


    “That was fun,” Marlee said as we settled in at a table together. “I’m not sure I’ve ever heard the queen talk so much.”


    “She’s getting excited, I think.” I hadn’t mentioned to anyone what Maxon’s aunt had told me about how Queen Amberly tried many times for another child and failed. Adele had predicted that her sister would warm up to us once the group was smaller, and she was right.


    “Okay, you have to tell me: Do you honestly not have any other plans for your wedding or did you just not want to share?”


    “I really don’t,” I promised. “I have a hard time picturing a big wedding, you know? I’m a Five.”


    Marlee shook her head. “You were a Five. You’re a Three now.”


    “Right,” I said, remembering my new label.


    I was born into a family of Fives—artists and musicians who were generally poorly paid—and though I hated the caste system in general, I liked what I did for a living. It was strange to think of myself as a Three, to consider embracing teaching or writing as a profession.


    “Stop stressing,” Marlee said, reading my face. “You don’t have anything to worry about yet.”


    I was about to protest but was interrupted by a cry from Celeste.


    “Come on!” she yelled, slamming the remote against the couch before pointing it at the television again. “Ugh!”


    “Is it just me or is she getting worse?” I whispered to Marlee. We watched as Celeste hit the remote over and over before giving up and going to change the channel manually. I guessed if I had grown up as a Two, that would be something worth getting worked up over.


    “It’s the stress, I think,” Marlee commented. “Have you noticed that Natalie’s getting, I don’t know … more aloof?”


    I nodded, and we both looked over to the trio of girls playing their card game. Kriss was smiling as she shuffled, but Natalie was examining the ends of her hair, occasionally pulling out a strand she didn’t seem to like. Her expression was distracted.


    “I think we’re all starting to feel it,” I confessed. “It’s harder to sit back and enjoy the palace now that the group is so small.”


    Celeste grunted, and we peeked over at her but quickly averted our eyes when she caught us looking.


    “Excuse me for a moment,” Marlee said, shifting in her seat. “I think I’m going to go to the bathroom.”


    “I was just thinking the same thing. Do you want to go together?” I offered.


    Smiling, she shook her head. “You go ahead. I’ll finish my tea first.”


    “Okay. I’ll be back.”


    I left the Women’s Room, taking my time walking down the gorgeous hallway. I wasn’t sure I would ever get over how spectacular it was here. I was so distracted that I ran smack into a guard as I turned the corner.


    “Oh!” I said.


    “Pardon me, miss. Hope I didn’t startle you.” He held me by my elbows, helping me regain my footing.


    “No,” I said, giggling. “It’s fine. I should have been watching where I was going. Thanks for catching me. Officer …”


    “Woodwork,” he answered, giving me a quick bow.


    “I’m America.”


    “I know.”


    I smiled and rolled my eyes. Of course he knew.


    “Well, I hope the next time I run into you, it won’t be quite so literal,” I joked.


    He chuckled. “Agreed. Have a nice day, miss.”


    “You, too.”


    I told Marlee about my embarrassing run-in with Officer Woodwork when I got back and warned her to watch her step. She laughed at me and shook her head.


    We spent the rest of the afternoon sitting by the windows, chatting about home and the other girls as we drank in the sunshine.


    It was sad to think about the future just then. Eventually the Selection would be over, and while I knew Marlee and I would still be close, I would miss talking to her every day. She was the first real friend I’d ever made, and I wished I could keep her beside me all the time.


    As I tried to stay in the moment, Marlee gazed dreamily out the window. I wondered what she was thinking about; but everything was so peaceful, I didn’t ask.

  


  
    CHAPTER 3


    THE WIDE DOORS OF MY balcony were open, as well as the one to the hallway, and my room was filled with the warm, sweet air blowing in from the gardens. I had hoped the soft breezes would be a consolation for the fact that I had so much work to do. Instead they distracted me, making me ache to be anywhere but stuck at my desk.


    I sighed and reclined in my seat, letting my head drape over the back of the chair. “Anne,” I called.


    “Yes, miss?” my head maid answered from the corner where she was sewing. Without looking, I knew that Mary and Lucy, my other two maids, had perked up, waiting to see if they could serve me as well.


    “I command you to figure out what this report means,” I said, pointing a lazy arm at the detailed account on military statistics that sat in front of me. It was a task that all the Elite would be tested on, but I couldn’t bring myself to focus on it.


    My three maids laughed, probably from both the ridiculousness of my demand and the fact that I’d issued one at all. I wouldn’t have called leadership one of my strong suits.


    “I’m sorry, my lady, but I think that might be overstepping my boundaries,” Anne answered. Even though my request was a joke and her answer was, too, I could hear the genuine apology in her voice for not being able to help me.


    “Fine.” I moaned, heaving myself into an upright position. “I’ll simply have to do it myself. The whole lot of you are worthless. I’m getting new maids tomorrow. This time I mean it.”


    They all chuckled again, and I focused on the numbers one more time. I was getting the impression that this was a bad report, but I couldn’t be sure. I reread paragraphs and charts, furrowing my brow and biting the back of my pen as I tried to concentrate.


    I heard Lucy laugh quietly, and I looked up to see what she was so amused by, following her eyes to the door. There, leaning against the frame, was Maxon.


    “You gave me away!” he complained to Lucy, who continued to snicker.


    I pushed back my chair in a rush and ran into his arms. “You read my mind!”


    “Did I?”


    “Please tell me we can go outside. Just for a little while?”


    He smiled. “I have twenty minutes before I have to be back.”


    I pulled him down the hall, the excited chatter of my maids fading behind us.


    There was no denying the gardens had become our place. Almost every chance we got to be alone, we came out here. It was such a stark contrast to how I used to spend my time with Aspen: holed up in the tiny tree house in my backyard, the only place we could be together safely.


    Suddenly I wondered if Aspen was around somewhere, indistinguishable from the numerous guards in the palace, watching as Maxon held my hand.


    “What are these?” Maxon asked, brushing across the tips of my fingers as we walked.


    “Calluses. They’re from pressing down on violin strings four hours a day.”


    “I’ve never noticed them before.”


    “Do they bother you?” I was the lowest caste of the six girls left, and I doubted any of them had hands like mine.


    Maxon stopped moving and lifted my fingers to his lips, kissing the tiny, worn tips.


    “On the contrary. I find them rather beautiful.” I felt myself blush. “I’ve seen the world—admittedly mostly through bulletproof glass or from the tower of some ancient castle—but I’ve seen it. And I have access to the answers of a thousand questions at my disposal. But this small hand here?” He looked deeply into my eyes. “This hand makes sounds incomparable to anything I’ve ever heard. Sometimes I think I only dreamed that I heard you play the violin, it was so beautiful. These calluses are proof that it was real.”


    At times the way he spoke to me was overwhelming, too romantic to believe. But though I cherished the words in my heart, I was never completely sure I could trust them. How did I know he wasn’t saying such sweet things to the other girls? I had to change the subject.


    “Do you really have the answers to a thousand questions?”


    “Absolutely. Ask me anything; and if I don’t know the answer, I know where we can find it.”


    “Anything?”


    “Anything.”


    It was tough to come up with a question on the spot, much less one that would stump him, which was what I wanted. I took a moment to think of the things I’d been most curious about when I was growing up. How planes flew. What the United States used to be like. How the tiny music players that the upper castes had worked.


    And then it hit me.


    “What’s Halloween?” I asked.


    “Halloween?” Clearly, he’d never heard of it. I wasn’t surprised. I’d only seen the word once myself in an old history book my parents had. Some parts of that book were tattered beyond recognition, with pages missing or mostly destroyed. Still, I was always fascinated by the mention of a holiday we knew nothing about.


    “Not so certain now, Your Royal Smartness?” I teased.


    He made a face at me though it was clear he was only playing at being annoyed. He checked his watch and sucked in a breath.


    “Come with me. We have to hurry,” he said, grabbing my hand and launching himself into a run.


    I stumbled a bit in my little heels, but I kept up pretty well as he led me back to the palace with a huge grin on his face. I loved when Maxon’s carefree side came through; too often he was so serious.


    “Gentlemen,” he said as we raced past the guards by the door.


    I made it halfway down the hall before my shoes got the better of me. “Maxon, stop!” I gasped. “I can’t keep up!”


    “Come on, come on, you’re going to love this,” he complained, tugging my arm as I slowed. He finally eased back to my pace but was obviously itching to move faster.


    We headed toward the north corridor, near the area where the Reports were filmed, but ducked into a stairwell before we got that far. We went up and up, and I couldn’t contain my curiosity.


    “Where are we going exactly?”


    He turned and faced me, immediately serious. “You have to swear never to reveal this little chamber. Only a few members of the family and a handful of the guards even know it exists.”


    I was beyond intrigued. “Absolutely.”


    We reached the top of the stairs, and Maxon held open the door for me. He took my hand again and pulled me down the hallway, finally stopping in front of a wall that was mostly covered by a magnificent painting. Maxon looked behind us to make sure no one was there, then reached behind the frame on the far side. I heard a faint click, and the painting swung toward us.


    I gasped. Maxon grinned.


    Behind the painting was a door that didn’t go all the way to the ground and had a small keypad on it, like the kind on a telephone. Maxon punched in a few numbers and then a tiny beep sounded. He turned the handle as he looked back to me.


    “Let me help you. It’s quite a high step.” He gave me his hand and gestured for me to walk in first.


    I was shocked.


    The windowless room was covered with shelves full of what appeared to be ancient books. Two of the shelves contained books that had curious red slashes on the bindings, and I saw a massive atlas against one wall, opened to a page that held the shape of some country I couldn’t name. In the middle was a table with a handful of books on it, looking as if they’d been handled recently and left out for quick recovery. And finally, embedded in one wall was a wide screen that looked like a TV.


    “What do the red slashes mean?” I asked in wonder.


    “Those are banned books. As far as we know, they may be the only copies that still exist in all of Illéa.”


    I turned to him, asking with my eyes what I didn’t dare say out loud.


    “Yes, you can look at them,” he said in a manner that implied I was putting him out but with an expression that said he had been hoping I’d ask.


    I lifted one of the books carefully, terrified that I might accidentally destroy a one-of-a-kind treasure. I flipped through the pages but ended up setting it back down almost immediately. I was simply too awestruck.


    I turned around to find Maxon typing on something that looked like a flat typewriter attached to the TV screen.


    “What’s that?” I asked.


    “A computer. Have you never seen one?” I shook my head, and Maxon didn’t seem too surprised. “Not many people have them anymore. This one is specifically for the information held in this room. If anything about your Halloween exists, this will tell us where it is.”


    I wasn’t fully sure of what he was saying, but I didn’t ask him to clarify. In a few seconds his hunt produced a three-bullet list on the screen.


    “Oh, excellent!” he exclaimed. “Wait right there.”


    I stood by the table as Maxon found the three books that would reveal what Halloween was. I hoped it wasn’t something stupid and that I hadn’t made him go through all this effort for nothing.


    The first book defined Halloween as a Celtic festival that marked the end of summer. Not wanting to slow us, I didn’t bother mentioning I had no idea what a Celtic was. It said they believed that spirits passed in and out of the world on Halloween, and people would put on masks to ward off the evil ones. Later, it evolved into a secular holiday, mainly for children. They dressed up in costumes and went around their towns singing songs and were rewarded with candy, creating the saying “trick or treat,” as they did a trick to get a treat.


    The second book defined it as something similar, only it mentioned pumpkins and Christianity.


    “This will be the interesting one,” Maxon claimed, flipping through a book that was much thinner than the others and handwritten.


    “How so?” I asked, coming around to get a better look.


    “This, Lady America, is one of the volumes of Gregory Illéa’s personal diaries.”


    “What?” I exclaimed. “Can I touch it?”


    “Let me find the page we’re searching for first. Look, it even has a picture!”


    And there, like an apparition, an image from an unknown past showed Gregory Illéa with a tight expression on his face, his suit crisp and his stance tall. It was bizarre how much of the king and Maxon I could see in the way he stood. Beside him, a woman was giving the camera a halfhearted smile. There was something to her face that hinted she was once very lovely, but the luster had gone out of her eyes. She seemed tired.


    Surrounding the couple were three figures. The first was a teenage girl, beautiful and vibrant, grinning widely and wearing a crown and a frilly gown. How funny! She was dressed as a princess. And then there were two boys, one slightly taller than the other and both dressed as characters I didn’t recognize. They looked like they were on the verge of mischief. Below the image was an entry, amazingly enough, in Gregory Illéa’s own hand.


    
      THE CHILDREN CELEBRATED HALLOWEEN THIS YEAR WITH A PARTY. I SUPPOSE IT’S ONE WAY TO FORGET WHAT’S GOING ON AROUND THEM, BUT TO ME IT FEELS FRIVOLOUS. WE’RE ONE OF THE FEW FAMILIES REMAINING WHO HAVE ENOUGH MONEY TO DO SOMETHING FESTIVE, BUT THIS CHILD’S PLAY SEEMS WASTEFUL.

    


    “Do you think that’s why we don’t celebrate anymore? Because it’s wasteful?” I asked.


    “Could be. If the date’s any indication, this was right after the American State of China started fighting back, just before the Fourth World War. At that point, most people had nothing—picture an entire nation of Sevens with a handful of Twos.”


    “Wow.” I tried to imagine the landscape of our country like that, blown apart by war, then fighting to pull itself back together. It was amazing.


    “How many of these diaries are there?” I asked.


    Maxon pointed to a shelf with a row of journals similar to the one we held. “About a dozen or so.”


    I couldn’t believe it! All this history right in one room.


    “Thank you,” I said. “This is something I would never even have dreamed of seeing. I can’t believe all this exists.”


    He was beaming. “Would you like to read the rest of it?” He motioned to the diary.


    “Yes, of course!” I practically shouted before my duties came back to me. “But I can’t stay; I have to finish studying that terrible report. And you have to get back to work.”


    “True. Well, how about this? You can take the book and keep it for a few days.”


    “Am I allowed to do that?” I asked in awe.


    “No.” He smiled.


    I hesitated, afraid of what I held. What if I lost it? What if I ruined it? Surely he had to be thinking the same thing. But I would never have an opportunity like this again. I could be careful enough for the sake of this gift.


    “Okay. Just a night or two and then I’ll give it straight back.”


    “Hide it well.”


    And I did. This was more than a book; it was Maxon’s trust. I tucked it inside my piano stool under a pile of sheet music—a place my maids never cleaned. The only hands that would touch it would be mine.

  


  
    CHAPTER 4


    “I’M HOPELESS!” MARLEE COMPLAINED.


    “No, no, you’re doing great,” I lied.


    I’d been giving Marlee piano lessons nearly every day for more than a week, and it genuinely sounded like she was getting worse. For goodness’ sake, we were still working on scales. She hit another sour note, and I couldn’t help but wince.


    “Oh, look at your face!” she exclaimed. “I’m terrible. I might as well be playing with my elbows.”


    “We should try that. Maybe your elbows are more accurate.”


    She sighed. “I give up. Sorry, America, you’ve been so patient, but I hate hearing myself play. It sounds like the piano is sick.”


    “More like it’s dying, actually.”


    Marlee collapsed into laughter, and I joined her. Little did I know that when she’d asked for piano lessons, my ears would be in for such painful—but hilarious—torture.


    “Maybe you’d be better at the violin? Violins make very beautiful music,” I offered.


    “I don’t think so. With my luck, I’d destroy it.” Marlee rose and went over to my little table, where the papers we were supposed to be reading were pushed to one side and my sweet maids had left tea and cookies for us.


    “Oh, well, that’s fine. The one here belongs to the palace anyway. You could throw it at Celeste’s head if you wanted.”


    “Don’t tempt me,” she said, pouring us both some tea. “I’m so going to miss you, America. I don’t know what I’ll do when we don’t get to see each other every day.”


    “Well, Maxon’s very indecisive, so you don’t have to worry about that just yet.”


    “I don’t know,” she said, turning serious. “He hasn’t come right out and said it, but I know that I’m here because the public likes me. With the majority of the girls gone, it won’t be long before their opinions change and they have a new favorite, and then he’ll let me go.”


    I was careful with my words, hoping she’d explain the reason for the distance she’d put between the two of them but not wanting her to shut down on me again. “Are you okay with that? With not getting Maxon, I mean?”


    She gave a small shrug. “He’s just not the one. I’m fine with being out of the competition, but I really don’t want to leave,” she clarified. “Besides, I wouldn’t want to end up with a man who’s in love with someone else.”


    I sat bolt upright. “Who is he—”


    The look in Marlee’s eyes was triumphant, and the smile hiding behind her cup of tea said Gotcha!


    She had.


    In a split second, I realized that the thought of Maxon being in love with someone else made me so jealous I couldn’t stand it. And the moment after that—the understanding that she meant me—was infinitely reassuring.


    I’d put up wall after wall, making jokes at Maxon’s expense and talking up the merits of the other girls; but in a single sentence, she found her way behind all that.


    “Why haven’t you ended this, America?” she asked sweetly. “You know he loves you.”


    “He never said that,” I promised, and that was true.


    “Of course he hasn’t,” she said, as if this would be obvious. “He’s trying so hard to catch you, and every time he gets close you push him away. Why do you do that?”


    Could I tell her? Could I confess that while my feelings for Maxon went deep—deeper than I knew, apparently—there was someone else I couldn’t let go of?


    “I’m just … not sure, I guess.” I trusted Marlee; I really did. But it was safer for us both if she didn’t know.


    She nodded. It looked like she could tell there was more to it than that, but she didn’t press me. It was almost comforting, this mutual acceptance of our secrets.


    “Find a way to be sure. Soon. Just because he’s not the one for me doesn’t mean Maxon’s not a great guy. I’d hate for you to lose him because you were afraid.”


    She was right again. I was afraid. Afraid that Maxon’s feelings weren’t as genuine as they seemed, afraid of what being a princess might mean for me, afraid of losing Aspen.


    “On a lighter note,” she said, setting down her cup of tea, “all that talk about weddings yesterday made me think of something.”


    “Yes?”


    “Would you want to, you know, be my maid of honor? If I get married someday?”


    “Oh, Marlee, of course I would! Would you be mine?” I reached to grab her hands, and she took them happily.


    “But you have sisters; won’t they mind?”


    “They’ll understand. Please?”


    “Absolutely! I wouldn’t miss your wedding for the world.” Her tone implied that my wedding would be the event of the century.


    “Promise me that even if I get married to a nobody Eight in an alley somewhere, you’ll be there.”


    She gave me a disbelieving look, positive that no such thing could ever happen. “Even if that’s the case. I promise.”


    She didn’t ask me to make a similar vow for her, which made me wonder as I had in the past if there was another Four back home who she had her heart set on. I wouldn’t press her though. It was clear we both had secrets; but Marlee was my best friend, and I would do anything for her.


    That night I was hoping to spend some time with Maxon. Marlee had me questioning a lot of my actions. And thoughts. And feelings.


    After dinner, as we all stood to leave the Dining Room, I caught Maxon’s eye and tugged my ear. It was our secret sign to ask for time together, and it was rare to pass up an invitation. But tonight Maxon’s expression was disappointed as he mouthed the word “work” to me. I gave him a mock pout and a tiny wave before leaving for the night.


    Perhaps it was for the best anyway. I really needed to think on some things where Maxon was concerned.


    When I rounded the corner to my room, Aspen was there again, standing guard. He looked me up and down, taking in the snug green dress that did amazing things for the few curves I had. Without a word, I walked past him. Before I could turn the handle on my door, he gently grazed the skin on my arm.


    It was slow but brief, and in those few seconds I felt that need, that sense of longing, that Aspen tended to inspire in me. One look at his emerald eyes, hungry and deep, and I felt my knees start to go shaky.


    I moved into my room as quickly as I could, tortured by our connection. Thank goodness I barely had time to think about what Aspen made me feel, because the moment the door shut, my maids swarmed around me, preparing me for bed. As they chatted away and brushed my hair, I tried to let myself forget about everything for a moment.


    It was impossible. I had to choose. Aspen or Maxon.


    But how was I supposed to decide between two good possibilities? How could I make a choice that would leave some part of me devastated either way? I comforted myself with the thought that I still had time. I still had time.

  


  
    CHAPTER 5


    “SO, LADY CELESTE, YOU’RE SAYING that the quantities aren’t sufficient, and you feel the number of men taken in the next draft should be raised?” Gavril Fadaye, the moderator of discussions on the Illéa Capital Report and the only person who ever interviewed the royals, asked.


    Our debates on the Report were tests, and we knew it. Even though Maxon didn’t have a timeline, the public was aching for the field to narrow; and I sensed the king, queen, and their advisers were, too. If we wanted to stay, we had to perform, whenever and wherever they said. I was glad I’d made it through that awful report about the soldiers. I remembered some of the statistics, so I stood a decent chance of making a good impression tonight.


    “Exactly, Gavril. The war in New Asia has been going on for years. I think one or two rounds of inflated drafts would give us the numbers we need to end it.”


    I really couldn’t stand Celeste. She’d gotten one girl kicked out, ruined Kriss’s birthday party last month, and literally tried to rip a dress off my back. Her status as a Two made her consider herself a cut above the rest of us. To be honest, I didn’t have an opinion about the number of soldiers Illéa had, but now that I knew Celeste’s, I was unwaveringly opposed.


    “I disagree,” I said in as ladylike a tone as I could manage. Celeste turned my way, her dark hair whipping over her shoulder in the process. With her back to the camera, she felt perfectly comfortable blatantly glaring at me.


    “Ah, Lady America, you think increasing the numbers is a bad idea?” Gavril asked.


    I felt the heat of a blush on my cheeks. “Twos can afford to pay their way out of the draft, so I’m sure Lady Celeste has never seen what it does when families lose their only sons. Taking more would be devastating, particularly for the lowest castes, who tend to have larger families and need every member to work in order to survive.”


    Marlee, beside me, gave me a friendly nudge.


    Celeste took over. “Well, then what should we do? Certainly you aren’t suggesting that we sit back and let these wars drag on?”


    “No, no. Of course I want Illéa to be done with the war.” I paused to gather my thoughts and looked across at Maxon for some sort of support. Next to him, the king looked peeved.


    I needed to switch directions, so I blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “What if it was voluntary?”


    “Voluntary?” Gavril asked.


    Celeste and Natalie chuckled, which made it worse. But then I thought about it. Was it such a terrible idea?


    “Yes. I’m sure there would need to be certain requirements, but perhaps we’d get more out of an army of men who wanted to be soldiers as opposed to boys who were only doing what it took to stay alive and get back to the life they left behind.”


    A hush of consideration fell on the studio. Apparently, I’d made a point.


    “That’s a good idea,” Elise chimed in. “Then we’d also be sending out new soldiers every month or two as people sign up. It might be invigorating to the men who’ve been serving awhile.”


    “I agree,” Marlee added, which was usually the extent of her comments. She clearly wasn’t comfortable in debate situations.


    “Well, I know this might sound a little modern, but what if it was open to women?” Kriss commented.


    Celeste laughed aloud. “Who do you think would sign up? Would you be heading into the battlefield?” Her voice dripped with an insulting disbelief.


    Kriss kept her head together. “No, I’m not soldier material. But,” she continued, to Gavril, “if there’s one thing I’ve learned from being in the Selection, it’s that some girls have a frightening killer instinct. Don’t let the ball gowns fool you,” she finished with a smile.


    Back in my room, I allowed my maids to stay a little later than usual to help me get the pile of pins out of my hair.


    “I liked your idea of the army being voluntary,” Mary said, her nimble fingers hard at work.


    “Me, too,” Lucy added. “I remember watching my neighbors struggle when their oldest sons were taken. It was almost unbearable when so many didn’t come home.” I could see a dozen memories flash before her eyes. I had some of my own.


    Miriam Carrier was widowed young; but she and her son, Aiden, managed all right, just the two of them. When the soldiers had shown up at her door with a letter and a flag and their meaningless condolences, she’d caved in on herself. She couldn’t make it on her own. Even if she had the ability, she didn’t have the heart.


    Sometimes I saw her begging as an Eight in the same square where I had said my good-byes to Carolina. But it wasn’t as if I had anything to give her.


    “I know,” I said to Lucy’s reflection.


    “I thought Kriss went a bit too far,” Anne commented. “Women in battle sounds like a terrible idea.”


    I smiled at her prim face as she focused intently on my hair. “According to my dad, women used to—”


    A short burst of knocks came at the door, startling all of us.


    “I had a thought,” Maxon announced, walking in without waiting for an answer. It appeared we had a standing date Friday nights after the Report.


    “Your Majesty,” they said together, Mary dropping pins as she sank into her curtsy.


    “Let me help you,” Maxon offered, coming to Mary’s aid.


    “It’s all right,” she insisted, blushing fiercely and backing out of the room. Far less subtly than I’m sure she intended, she made wide eyes at Lucy and Anne, begging them to leave with her.


    “Oh, um, goodnight, miss,” Lucy said, tugging on the hem of Anne’s uniform to get her to follow.


    Once they were gone, Maxon and I both broke down into laughter. I turned to the mirror and continued to work the pins out of my hair.


    “They’re a funny lot,” Maxon commented.


    “It’s just that they admire you so much.”


    Modestly, he waved the compliment away. “Sorry I interrupted,” he said to my reflection.


    “It’s fine,” I answered, tugging out the last pin. I ran my fingers through my hair and draped it over my shoulder. “Do I look okay?”


    Maxon nodded, staring a little longer than necessary. He came to his senses and spoke. “Anyway, this idea …”


    “Do tell.”


    “You remember that Halloween thing?”


    “Yes. Oh, I still haven’t read the diary. It’s well hidden though,” I promised.


    “It’s fine. No one’s looking for it. Anyway, I was thinking. All those books said it fell in October, right?”


    “Yes.”


    “It’s October now. Why don’t we have a Halloween party?”


    I spun around. “Really? Oh, Maxon, could we?”


    “Would you like that?”


    “I would love it!”


    “I figure all the Selected girls could have costumes made. The off-duty guards could be spare dance partners since there’s only one of me and it would be unfair to make everyone stand around waiting for a turn. And we could do dancing lessons over the next week or two. You did say there wasn’t much to do during the days sometimes. And candy! We’ll have the best candies made and imported. You, my dear, will be stuffed by the end of the night. We’ll have to roll you off the floor.”


    I was mesmerized.


    “And we’ll make an announcement, tell the entire country to celebrate. Let the children dress up and go door-to-door doing tricks, like they used to. Your sister will love that, yes?”


    “Of course she will! Everyone will!”


    He deliberated a moment, pursing his lips. “How do you think she would like celebrating here, at the palace?”


    I was stunned. “What?”


    “At some point in the competition, I’m supposed to meet the parents of the Elite. Might as well have siblings come and do this around a festive time as opposed to waiting—”


    His words were cut off by me barreling into his arms. I was so elated by the possibility of seeing May and my parents, I couldn’t contain my enthusiasm. He wrapped his arms around my waist and stared into my eyes, his own glittering with delight. How did this person—someone I’d imagined would be my polar opposite—always seem to find the things that would make me the happiest?


    “Do you mean it? Can they really come?”


    “Of course,” he answered. “I’ve been longing to meet them, and it’s part of the competition. Anyway, I think it would do all of you good to see your families.”


    Once I was sure I wouldn’t cry, I whispered back, “Thank you.”


    “You’re quite welcome …. I know you love them.”


    “I do.”


    He chuckled. “And it’s clear you’d do practically anything for them. After all, you stayed in the Selection for them.”


    I jerked back, putting space between us so I could see his eyes. There was no judgment there, only shock at my abrupt movement. I couldn’t let this pass though. I had to be absolutely clear.


    “Maxon, they were part of the reason I stayed in the beginning, but they’re not why I’m here now. You know that, right? I’m here because …”


    “Because?”


    I looked at Maxon, his adoring face so hopeful. Say it, America. Just tell him.


    “Because?” he asked again, this time with an impish smile coming to his lips, which made me soften even more.


    I thought about my conversation with Marlee and the way I’d felt the other day when we talked about the Selection. It was hard to think of Maxon as my boyfriend when there were other girls dating him, but he wasn’t just my friend. That hopeful feeling hit me again, the wonder that we might be something special. Maxon was more to me than I’d let myself believe.


    I gave him a flirtatious smile and started walking toward the door.


    “America Singer, you get back here.” He ran in front of me, wrapping an arm around my waist as we stood, chest to chest. “Tell me,” he whispered.


    I pinched my lips together.


    “Fine, then I shall have to rely on other means of communication.”


    Without any warning, he kissed me. I felt myself dip backward a bit, completely supported by his arms. I placed my hands on his neck, wanting to hold him to me … and something shifted in my head.


    Usually when we were alone together, I could block out the other girls. But tonight I thought about the possibility of someone else in my place. Just imagining it: someone else in Maxon’s arms, making him laugh, marrying him … It broke my heart. I couldn’t help it; I started to cry.


    “Darling, what’s wrong?”


    Darling? The word, so tender and personal, enveloped me. In that moment, any desire I had to fight my feelings for Maxon disappeared. I wanted to be his dear, his darling. I wanted to be Maxon’s alone.


    It might mean welcoming a future I never thought I would and saying good-bye to things I never intended to, but the thought of leaving him now wasn’t something I could handle.


    It was true that I wasn’t the best candidate for the crown, but I didn’t deserve to be in the running at all if I couldn’t at least be brave enough to confess how I felt.


    I sighed, trying to keep my voice steady. “I don’t want to leave all this.”


    “If I remember correctly, the first time we met, you said it was like a cage.” He smiled. “It does grow on you, though, doesn’t it?”


    I gave my head a small shake. “Sometimes you can be so stupid.” A weak laugh pushed through my choked-up throat.


    Maxon let me pull away just enough so I could look into his brown eyes.


    “Not the palace, Maxon. I could care less about the clothes or my bed or, believe it or not, the food.”


    Maxon laughed. It was no secret how excited I had been about the extravagant meals here.


    “It’s you,” I said. “I don’t want to leave you.”


    “Me?”


    I nodded.


    “You want me?”


    I giggled at his bewildered expression. “That’s what I’m saying.”


    He paused a moment. “How—But—What did I do?”


    “I don’t know,” I said with a shrug. “I just think that we’d be a good us.”


    He smiled slowly. “We’d be a wonderful us.”


    Maxon pulled me in, roughly by his standards, and kissed me again.


    “Are you sure?” he asked, holding me at arm’s length, staring intently at me. “Are you absolutely positive?”


    “If you’re sure, I’m sure.”


    For a flicker of a second, something changed in his expression. But it passed so quickly, I wondered if it—whatever it was—was even real.


    In the very next moment, he led me over to the bed, and we perched on the edge together, holding hands as my head rested on his shoulder. I was expecting him to say something. After all, wasn’t this what he had been waiting for? But there were no words. Every once in a while he’d let out a long sigh, and in that sound alone I could hear how happy he was. That helped me not to feel so anxious.


    After a while—perhaps because neither of us knew what to say—Maxon sat up straighter. “I should probably go. If we’re going to add all the families to the celebration, I need to make extra plans.”


    I pulled back and smiled, still giddy that I was going to get to hug my mom, dad, and May soon. “Thank you again.”


    We stood together, walking toward the door. I held on to his hand tightly. For some reason, I dreaded letting it go. It felt like this whole moment was fragile somehow, and if it shifted too much it might break.


    “I’ll see you tomorrow,” he promised in a whisper, his nose millimeters away from mine. He looked upon me with such adoration that I felt silly for worrying. “You’re astonishing.”


    Once he was gone, I closed my eyes and pulled in everything from our short time together: the way he stared at me, the playful smiles, the sweet kisses. I thought about them over and over as I got ready for bed, wondering if Maxon was doing the same thing.

  


  
    CHAPTER 6


    “LOVELY, MISS. KEEP POINTING AT the sketches, and the rest of you, try not to look at me,” the photographer asked.


    It was Saturday, and all the Elite had been excused from our obligatory day of sitting in the Women’s Room. At breakfast, Maxon made his announcement about the Halloween party; and by the afternoon, our maids had started working on costume designs, and photographers had shown up to document the whole process.


    Now I was attempting to look natural as I went over Anne’s drawings while my maids stood behind the table with pieces of fabric, containers of sequins, and an absurd amount of feathers.


    The camera snapped and flashed as we tried to give several options. Just as I was about to pose with some gold fabric held up to my face, we had a visitor.


    “Good morning, ladies,” Maxon said, strolling through the open doorway.


    I couldn’t help but stand a little straighter, and it felt like my smile was taking over my face. The photographer caught that moment before addressing Maxon.


    “Your Majesty, always an honor. Would you mind posing with the young lady?”


    “It would be my pleasure.”


    My maids stepped back, and Maxon picked up a few sketches and stood right behind me, the papers in front of us in one hand and his other settled low on my waist. That touch conveyed so much to me. See, it said, soon I’ll get to touch you like this in front of the world. You don’t have to worry about anything.


    A few pictures were taken, and the photographer left for the next girl on his list. I realized my maids had inconspicuously dismissed themselves at some point as well.


    “Your maids are quite talented,” Maxon said. “These are wonderful concepts.”


    I tried to act like I always did with Maxon, but things felt different now, better and worse at the same time. “I know. I couldn’t be in better hands.”


    “Have you settled on one yet?” he asked, fanning out the papers on my desk.


    “We’re all fond of the bird idea. I think it’s meant to be a reference to my necklace,” I said, touching the thin string of silver. My songbird necklace was a gift from my dad, and I preferred it over the heavy jewelry the palace provided for us.


    “I hate to say this, but I think Celeste has picked something avian as well. She seemed awfully determined,” he said.


    “That’s all right,” I replied with a shrug. “I’m not crazy about feathers anyway.” My smile faltered. “Wait. You were with Celeste?”


    He nodded. “Just a quick visit to chat. I’m afraid I can’t stay long here, either. Father’s not thrilled about all this, but with the Selection still going on, he understood that it would be nice to have some more festivities. And he agreed it would be a much better way to meet the families, all things considered.”


    “Like what?”


    “He’s eager for an elimination, and I’m supposed to do one after I meet with everyone’s parents. The sooner they come, the better in his eyes.”


    I hadn’t realized sending someone home was part of the Halloween plan. I thought it was just a big party. It made me nervous, though I told myself there was no reason I should be. Not after our conversation last night. Of all the moments I’d shared with Maxon, nothing seemed quite so real as that one.


    Still scanning the designs, he spoke absentmindedly. “I suppose I ought to finish my rounds.”


    “You’re leaving already?”


    “Not to worry, darling. I’ll see you at dinner.”


    Yes, I thought, but you’ll see all of us at dinner.


    “Is everything all right?” I asked.


    “Of course,” he answered, offering me a quick kiss. On the cheek. “I have to run. We’ll talk again soon.”


    And, just as suddenly as he appeared, he was gone.


    As of Sunday, the Halloween party was eight days away, which meant the palace was a hurricane of activity.


    On Monday the Elite spent the morning with Queen Amberly taste testing and approving a menu for the party. It was easily the best task we’d been given so far. That afternoon, however, Celeste was missing from the Women’s Room for a few hours. When she returned around four, she announced to us all, “Maxon sends his love.”


    Tuesday afternoon we greeted extended members of the royal family who were coming to town for the festivities. But that morning we all watched out the window as Maxon gave Kriss an archery lesson in the gardens.


    Meals were full of guests who had come to stay early, but Maxon was often missing, as well as Marlee and Natalie.


    I felt more and more embarrassed. I’d made a mistake by confessing my feelings to Maxon. For all his talk, he couldn’t really be interested in me if his first instinct was to spend time with everyone else.


    I’d all but lost hope by Friday when I found myself sitting at the piano in my room after the Report, wishing that Maxon would come.


    He didn’t.


    I tried to put it out of my mind on Saturday, as the Elite were obligated to entertain the influx of ladies at the palace in the Women’s Room in the morning and have yet another dance rehearsal in the afternoon.


    Thank goodness our family chose to focus on music and art as Fives, because I was a terrible dancer. The only person in the room worse than me was Natalie. Obnoxiously enough, Celeste was the epitome of gracefulness. More than once the instructors asked her to help others in the room, the result of which was Natalie nearly twisting her ankle because of Celeste’s intentionally poor guidance.


    Smooth as a snake, Celeste faulted Natalie’s two left feet for her problems. The teachers believed her, and Natalie laughed it all off. I admired Natalie for not letting Celeste get to her.


    Aspen had been there for all the lessons. The first few times I avoided him, not really sure I wanted to interact with him. I heard rumors that the guards were switching schedules so fast it was dizzying. Some wanted to go to the party desperately while others had girls back home and would be in huge trouble if they were seen dancing with someone else, especially since five of us would be eligible again soon and in very high demand.


    But seeing as this was our last formal rehearsal, when Aspen was near enough to offer me a dance, I didn’t turn him down.


    “Are you all right?” he asked. “You’ve seemed down the last few times I’ve seen you.”


    “Just tired,” I lied. I couldn’t talk with him about boy problems.


    “Really?” he asked doubtfully. “I was sure that it meant bad news was coming.”


    “What do you mean?” Did he know something I didn’t?


    He sighed. “If you’re preparing to tell me that I need to stop fighting for you, that’s not a conversation I want to have.”


    In truth, I hadn’t even thought about Aspen in the last week or so. I was so consumed by my mistimed words and mistaken guesses, I couldn’t consider anything else. And here, while I’d been worried about Maxon letting me go, Aspen had been worrying about me doing the same to him.


    “That’s not what it is,” I answered vaguely, feeling guilty.


    He nodded, satisfied with that response for now. “Ouch!”


    “Oops!” I said. I genuinely hadn’t meant to step on him. I worked to focus a little more on the dancing.


    “I’m sorry, Mer, but you’re terrible.” He was chuckling even though the heel of my shoe had to have hurt him.


    “I know, I know,” I said breathlessly. “I’m trying, I swear!”


    I pranced around the room like a blind moose, but what I lacked in grace I made up for in effort. Aspen, kindly, did his best to make me look good, attempting to be a little less on the beat to be in time with me. That was so typical of him, always trying to be my hero.


    By the end of that last lesson, I at least knew all the steps. I couldn’t promise I wouldn’t accidentally take out a visiting diplomat with an energetic kick of my leg, but I’d do my best. As I considered that image, I realized it was no wonder Maxon was having second thoughts. I’d be an embarrassment to take to another country let alone receive anyone here. I just didn’t have that princess air about me.


    I sighed and went to get a cup of water. Aspen followed me while the rest of the girls left.


    “So,” he started. I did a sweep of the room to make sure no one was watching. “I have to assume that if you’re not worried about me, you’re worried about him.”


    I lowered my eyes and blushed. How well he knew me.


    “Not that I’m cheering for him or anything, but if he can’t see how amazing you are, he’s an idiot.”


    I smiled, continuing to study the floor.


    “And if you don’t get to be princess then, so what? That doesn’t make you any less incredible. And you know … you know …” He couldn’t get out what he wanted to say, and I risked looking at his face.


    In Aspen’s eyes I saw a thousand different endings to that sentence, all of them connecting him to me. That he was still waiting for me. That he knew me better than anyone. That we were the same. That a few months at the palace couldn’t erase two years. No matter what, Aspen would always be there for me.


    “I know, Aspen. I do.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 7


    I STOOD IN LINE WITH the other girls in the massive foyer of the palace, bouncing on the balls of my feet.


    “Lady America,” Silvia whispered, and that was all it took to know I was behaving in an unacceptable way. As our main tutor for the Selection, she took our actions quite personally.


    I tried to still myself. I envied Silvia and the staff and the handful of guards who were moving around the space if only for the fact that they were allowed to walk. If I could do the same, I knew I’d feel much calmer.


    Maybe if Maxon was here already it wouldn’t be so bad. Then again, maybe it would make me more anxious. I still couldn’t figure out why, after everything, he hadn’t made any time for me lately.


    “They’re here!” I heard through the palace doors. I wasn’t the only one who made sounds of delight.


    “All right, ladies!” Silvia called. “Best behavior! Butlers and maids against the wall, please.”


    We tried to be the lovely, regal young women Silvia wanted us to, but the second Kriss’s and Marlee’s parents made it through the doorway, it all fell apart. I knew that both girls were only children, and it was obvious their parents missed them too much to bother with decorum. They ran in screaming, and Marlee dashed out of the line without so much as a pause.


    Celeste’s parents were more put together, though they clearly were thrilled to see their daughter. She broke rank as well, but in a much more civilized way than Marlee. I didn’t even register Natalie’s or Elise’s parents, because a short figure with wild red hair blazed around the open door, her eyes searching.


    “May!”


    She heard my call and saw my waving arm and rushed to me, Mom and Dad following her lead. I knelt on the floor, embracing her.


    “Ames! I can’t believe it!” she crooned, admiration and jealousy in her voice. “You look so, so beautiful!”


    I couldn’t speak. I could barely even see her, I was crying so much.


    A moment later, I felt the steady arms of my father taking us both in. Then Mom, abandoning her usual propriety, joined us, and we all held one another in a heap on the palace floor.


    I heard a sigh that I knew was Silvia’s, but I really didn’t care at the moment.


    Once I could breathe again, I spoke. “I’m so happy you guys are here.”


    “We are, too, kitten,” Dad said. “Can’t even tell you how much we missed you.” I felt his kiss on the back of my head.


    I twisted so I could hug him better. I didn’t know until this very moment how badly I had needed to see them.


    I reached for Mom last. I was shocked that she was so quiet. I couldn’t believe she hadn’t already demanded a detailed report of my progress with Maxon. But when I pulled back, I noticed the tears in her eyes.


    “You’re so beautiful, sweetheart. You look like a princess.”


    I smiled. It was nice not to have her question or instruct me for once. She was just happy in the moment, and that meant the world to me. Because I was, too.


    I noticed May’s eyes focus on something over my shoulder.


    “That’s him,” she breathed.


    “Hmm?” I asked, looking down at her. I turned to see Maxon watching us from behind the grand stairwell. His smile was amused as he made his way to where we were huddled on the floor. My father stood immediately.


    “Your Highness,” he said, his voice full of admiration.


    Maxon walked up to him, hand outstretched. “Mr. Singer, it’s an honor. I’ve heard so much about you. And you, too, Mrs. Singer.” He moved to my mother, who had also risen and straightened her hair.


    “Your Majesty,” she squeaked, a little starstruck. “Sorry about all that.” She motioned to the floor as May and I stood, still holding each other tightly.


    Maxon chuckled. “Not at all. I’d expect no less enthusiasm from anyone related to Lady America.” I was sure Mom would want an explanation for that later. “And you must be May.”


    May blushed as she extended her hand, expecting a shake but getting a kiss. “I never did get to thank you for not crying.”


    “What?” she asked, blushing even more in her confusion.


    “No one told you?” Maxon said brightly. “You won me my first date with your lovely sister here. I’ll be forever in your debt.”


    May giggled back. “Well, you’re welcome, I guess.”


    Maxon put his hands behind his back, his education coming back to him. “I’m afraid I must meet the others, but please stay here for a moment. I’ll be making a short announcement to the group. And I’m hoping to get to speak with you more very soon. So glad you could come.”


    “He’s even cuter in person!” May whispered loudly, and I could tell by the slight shake of his head that Maxon had heard.


    He went off to Elise’s family, who were easily the most refined of the group. Her older brothers looked as rigid as the guards, and her parents bowed to Maxon as he approached. I wondered if Elise had told them to do that or if that was just who they were. They all looked so polished, with matching heads of jet-black hair topping their small, smartly dressed frames.


    Beside them, Natalie and her very pretty younger sister were whispering to Kriss as their parents shook hands. The whole space was full of warm energy.


    “What does he mean, he expected enthusiasm from us?” Mom demanded in a low whisper. “Is this because you yelled at him when you met? You haven’t been doing that again, have you?”


    I sighed. “Actually, Mom, we argue pretty regularly.”


    “What?” She gaped at me. “Well, stop it!”


    “Oh, and I kneed him in the groin once.”


    There was a split second of silence before May barked a laugh. She covered her mouth and tried to stop, but it kept coming out in awkward, squeaky sounds. Dad’s lips were pressed together, but I could tell he was on the verge of losing it himself.


    Mom was paler than snow.


    “America, tell me you’re joking. Tell me you didn’t assault the prince.”


    I didn’t know why, but the word assault pushed us all over the edge; and May, Dad, and I bent over laughing as Mom stared at us.


    “Sorry, Mom,” I managed.


    “Oh, good lord.” She suddenly seemed very excited to meet Marlee’s parents, and I didn’t stop her from going.


    “So he enjoys a girl who stands up to him,” Dad said once we all calmed down. “I like him more already.”


    Dad looked around the room, taking in the palace, and I stood there trying to absorb his words. How many times in the years Aspen and I had been dating in secret had he and my father been in the same room? A dozen at least. Maybe more. And I’d never really worried about him approving of Aspen. I knew getting him to consent to me marrying down a caste would be hard, but I had always assumed I’d get his permission in the end.


    For some reason, this felt a thousand times more stressful. Even with Maxon being a One, with him being able to provide for the lot of us, I was suddenly aware that there was a chance my dad might not like him.


    Dad wasn’t a rebel, out burning houses or anything. But I knew he was unhappy with the way things were run. What if his issues with the government extended to Maxon? What if he said I shouldn’t be with him?


    Before I could go too far down that path of thought, Maxon bounded up a few of the steps so he could see all of us.


    “I want to thank you again for coming. We’re so pleased to have you at the palace, not only to celebrate the first Halloween in Illéa in decades, but so that we can get to know all of you. I’m sorry my parents weren’t able to greet you as well. You will meet them very soon.


    “The mothers, sisters, and Elite are invited to have tea with my mother this afternoon in the Women’s Room. Your daughters will be able to escort you there. And the gentlemen will be having cigars with my father and myself. We’ll have a butler come for you, so no worries about getting lost.


    “Your maids will escort you to the rooms you’ll use for the duration of your stay, and they will get you properly suited for your visit, as well as for the celebration tomorrow night.”


    He gave us all a quick wave and went on his way. Almost immediately, a maid was at our side.


    “Mr. and Mrs. Singer? I’m here to escort you and your daughter to your quarters.”


    “But I want to stay with America!” May protested.


    “Sweetie, I’m sure the king gave us a room every bit as nice as America’s. Don’t you want to see it?” my mother encouraged.


    May turned to me. “I want to live exactly how you live. Just for a little while. Can’t I stay with you?”


    I sighed. So I’d have to forgo some privacy for a few days, so what? There was no way I could say no to that face.


    “Fine. Maybe with two of us, my maids will actually have something to do.”


    She hugged me so tightly, it was instantly worth it.


    “What else have you learned?” Dad asked. I looped my arm through his, still getting used to him in a suit. If I hadn’t seen Dad a thousand times in his dirty paint clothes, I could have sworn he was born to be a One. He looked so young and smart in the formal outfit. He even seemed taller.


    “I think I told you everything we were taught about our history, how President Wallis was the last leader of what was the United States, and then he led the American State of China. I didn’t know about him at all, did you?”


    Dad nodded. “Your grandpa told me about him. I heard he was a decent guy, but there wasn’t much he could do when things got as bad as they did.”


    I’d only learned the solid truth of the history of Illéa since I’d been at the palace. For some reason, the story of our country’s origin was mostly passed on orally. I’d heard several different things, and none of them was as complete as the education I’d received in the last few months.


    The United States was invaded at the beginning of the Third World War after they couldn’t repay their crippling debt to China. Instead of getting money, which the United States didn’t have, the Chinese set up a government here, creating the American State of China and using the Americans as labor. Eventually the United States rebelled—not only against China, but also against the Russians, who were trying to steal the labor force set up by the Chinese—joining with Canada, Mexico, and several other Latin countries to form one country. That was the Fourth World War, and—while we survived it, became a new country because of it—it was pretty economically devastating.


    “Maxon told me that right before the Fourth World War people hardly had anything.”


    “He’s right. It’s part of why the caste system is so unfair. No one had much to offer in the way of help in the first place, which is why so many people ended up in the lower castes.”


    I didn’t really want to go down this path with Dad, because I knew he could get really worked up. He wasn’t wrong—the castes weren’t fair—but this was a happy visit, and I didn’t want to waste it talking about things we couldn’t change.


    “Besides the little history, it’s mostly etiquette lessons. We’re getting a bit more into diplomacy now. I think we might have to do something with that soon, they’re pushing it so hard. The girls who stay will have to anyway.”


    “Who stay?”


    “It turns out one girl will be going home with her family. Maxon’s supposed to make an elimination after meeting you all.”


    “You sound unhappy. Do you think he’ll send you home?”


    I shrugged.


    “Come on now. You must know if he likes you or not by this point. If he does, you have nothing to worry about. If he doesn’t, why would you even want to stay?”


    “I guess you’re right.”


    He stopped walking. “So which is it?”


    This was kind of embarrassing to talk about with my dad, but I wouldn’t have talked about it with Mom either. And May would be worse at interpreting Maxon than I was.


    “I think he likes me. He says he does.”


    Dad laughed. “Then I’m sure you’re doing fine.”


    “But he’s been a little … distant this last week.”


    “America, honey, he’s the prince. He’s probably been busy passing legislation or something like that.”


    I didn’t know how to explain that Maxon seemed to be making time for everyone else. It was too humiliating. “I guess.”


    “Speaking of legislation, have you all learned anything about that yet? About how to write up proposals?”


    I wasn’t any more excited about this topic, but at least it was boy-free. “Not yet. We’ve been reading a lot of them though. They’re hard to understand sometimes; but Silvia, the woman from downstairs, she’s sort of a guide or tutor or whatever. She tries to explain things. And Maxon is helpful if I ask him questions.”


    “Is he?” Dad seemed happy about this.


    “Oh, yes. I think it’s important to him that we all feel like we could be successful, you know? So he’s really great about explaining things. He even …” I deliberated. I wasn’t supposed to mention the book room. But this was my dad. “Listen, you have to promise not to say anything about this.”


    He chuckled. “The only person I ever talk to is your mother, and we all know she can’t be trusted with a secret, so I promise I won’t tell her.”


    I giggled. Trying to imagine Mom keeping anything to herself was impossible.


    “You can trust me, kitten,” he said, giving me a little side hug.


    “There’s a room, a secret room, and it’s full of books, Dad!” I confessed quietly, double-checking to make sure no one was around. “There are books that are banned and these maps of the world, old ones with all the countries like they used to look. Dad, I didn’t know there used to be that many! And there’s a computer in there. Have you ever seen one in real life?”


    He shook his head, stunned.


    “It’s amazing. You type what you’re looking for, and it searches through all the books in the room and finds it.”


    “How?”


    “I don’t know, but that’s how Maxon found out what Halloween was. He even …” I looked up and down the hall again. I decided there was no way Dad would tell about the library, but if I told him I had one of those secret books in my room, it might be too much.


    “He even?”


    “He let me borrow one once, just to see.”


    “Oh, that’s very interesting! What did you read? Can you tell me?”


    I bit my lip. “It was one of Gregory Illéa’s personal diaries.”


    Dad’s mouth dropped open before he composed himself. “America, that’s incredible. What did it say?”


    “Oh, I haven’t finished. Mostly, it was to figure out what Halloween was.”


    He considered my words for a moment and shook his head. “Why are you worried, America? Clearly, Maxon trusts you.”


    I sighed, feeling foolish. “I guess you’re right.”


    “Amazing,” he breathed. “So there’s a hidden room around here somewhere?” He looked at the walls in a whole new way.


    “Dad, this place is crazy. There are doors and panels everywhere. For all I know, if I tipped this vase, we might fall through a trapdoor.”


    “Hmm,” he said, amused. “I’ll be very careful making my way back to my room then.”


    “Which you should probably do soon. I need to get May ready for tea with the queen.”


    “Ah, yes, you and your teas with the queen,” he joked. “All right, kitten. I’ll see you tonight for dinner. Now … how best not to fall into a secret hatch?” he wondered aloud, spreading his arms out like a protective shield as he walked.


    Once he got to the stairwell, he tentatively put his hand on the rail. “Just so you know, this is safe.”


    “Thanks, Dad.” I shook my head and made my way back to my room.


    It was difficult not to skip down the halls. I was so happy my family was here, I could hardly stand it. If Maxon didn’t send me home, it was going to be harder than ever to be separated from them.


    I rounded the corner to my room and saw that the door was open.


    “What did he look like?” I heard May ask as I approached.


    “Handsome. To me anyway. His hair was kind of wavy, and it never stayed down.” May giggled, and so did Lucy as she spoke. “A few times, I actually got to run my fingers through it. I think of that sometimes. Not as much as I used to.”


    I tiptoed closer, not wanting to disturb them.


    “Do you still miss him?” May asked, curious about boys as always.


    “Less and less,” Lucy admitted, a tiny lilt of hope in her voice. “When I got here, I thought I would die from the ache. I kept dreaming up ways to escape the palace and get back to him, but that would never really happen. I couldn’t leave my dad, and even if I got outside the walls, there’s no way I could have found my way back.”


    I knew a little about Lucy’s past, how her family gave themselves as servants to a family of Threes in exchange for the money to pay for an operation for Lucy’s mother. Lucy’s mom eventually died, and when the mother found out her son was in love with Lucy, she sold Lucy and her father to the palace.


    I peeked through the door to find May and Lucy on the bed. The balcony doors were open, and the delicious Angeles air wafted in. May fell into the palace look so naturally, her day dress hanging perfectly on her frame as she sat braiding parts of Lucy’s hair back and letting the rest fall free. I’d never seen Lucy without her hair pulled up tight into a bun. She looked lovely like this, young and carefree.


    “What’s it like to be in love?” May asked.


    Part of me ached. Why hadn’t she ever asked me? Then I remembered, as far as May knew, I’d never been in love.


    Lucy’s smile was sad. “It’s the most wonderful and terrible thing that can ever happen to you,” she said simply. “You know that you’ve found something amazing, and you want to hold on to it forever; and every second after you have it, you fear the moment you might lose it.”


    I sighed softly. She was absolutely right.


    Love is beautiful fear.


    I didn’t want to let myself think too much about losing things, so I walked inside.


    “Lucy! Look at you!”


    “Do you like it?” She reached back, touching the delicate braids.


    “It’s wonderful. May used to braid my hair all the time, too. She’s very talented.”


    May shrugged. “What else was I supposed to do? We couldn’t afford to have dolls, so I used Ames instead.”


    “Well,” Lucy said, turning to face her, “while you’re here, you will be our little doll. Anne, Mary, and I are going to make you look as pretty as the queen.”


    May tilted her head. “No one’s as pretty as her.” Then she quickly turned to me. “Don’t tell Mom I said that.”


    I chuckled. “I won’t. For now, though, we have to get ready. It’s almost time for tea.”


    May clapped her hands together excitedly and went to settle in front of the mirror. Lucy pulled her hair up, managing to keep the braids together as she made her bun, putting her cap on to cover most of it. I couldn’t blame her for wanting it to stay as it was a little bit longer.


    “Oh, a letter came for you, miss,” Lucy said, handing an envelope to me with great care.


    “Thank you,” I replied, unable to keep the shock out of my voice. Most of the people I expected to hear from were currently with me. I tore it open and read the brief note, its deliberate scratch completely familiar.


    
      America,


      I have found out belatedly that the families of the Elite were recently invited to the palace, and that Father, Mother, and May have left to visit you. I know that Kenna is far too pregnant to travel, and Gerad is much too young. I’m trying to understand why this invitation wasn’t extended to me. I’m your brother, America.


      My only guess is that Father chose to exclude me. I certainly hope it wasn’t you. We are on the edge of great things, you and I. Our positions can be very helpful to each other. If any other special privileges are ever offered to your family, you ought to remember me, America. We can help each other.


      Did you happen to mention me to the prince? Just curious.


      Write soon.


      Kota

    


    I debated crumpling it up and tossing it in the trash. I had hoped Kota might be getting over his caste climbing and learn to be content with the success he had. No such luck, it seemed. I threw the letter in the back of a drawer, choosing to forget about it entirely. His jealousy wasn’t going to spoil this visit.


    Lucy rang for Anne and Mary, and we all had a wonderful time getting ready. May’s effervescent attitude kept us all in good spirits, and I found myself singing while we dressed. Not long after, Mom came by, asking all of us to double-check that she looked all right.


    She did, of course. She was shorter and curvier than the queen, but she was every bit as regal in her dress. As we walked downstairs, May clutched my arm, looking sad.


    “What’s wrong? You’re excited to meet the queen, aren’t you?” I asked.


    “I am. It’s just …”


    “What?”


    She sighed. “How am I supposed to go back to khakis after all this?”


    The girls were animated, and everyone was sparkling with energy. Natalie’s sister, Lacey, was about May’s age, and they sat in a corner, talking. I could see how Lacey resembled her sister. Physically, they were thin, blond, and lovely. But where May and I were opposites personality-wise, Natalie and Lacey were so similar. I would have described Lacey as a bit less whimsical, however. Not quite as clueless as her sister.


    The queen made her rounds, speaking to all the mothers, asking questions in her sweet way. I was in a small group listening to Elise’s mother talk about her family back in New Asia when May tugged on my dress, pulling me away.


    “May!” I hissed. “What are you doing? You can’t act like that, especially when the queen’s present!”


    “You have to see!” she insisted.


    Thank goodness Silvia wasn’t here. I wouldn’t put it past her to admonish May for something like this, even though May didn’t know any better.


    We made our way to the window, and May pointed outside. “Look!”


    I peered past the shrubs and fountains and saw two figures. The first was my father, speaking with his hands as he either explained or asked something. The second was Maxon, pausing to think before responding. They walked slowly, and sometimes my dad would put his hands in his pockets or Maxon would tuck his behind his back. Whatever this conversation was, it seemed intense.


    I glanced around. The women were all still engrossed with the experience, with the queen herself, and no one seemed to notice us.


    Maxon stopped, stood in front of my father, and spoke deliberately. There was no aggression or anger, but he looked determined. After a pause, Dad held out his hand. Maxon smiled and shook it eagerly. A moment later, they both seemed lighter, and Dad slapped Maxon on the back. Maxon seemed to stiffen a bit at that. He wasn’t used to being touched. But then Dad put his arm around Maxon’s shoulder, the way he did with me and Kota, the way he did with all his kids. And Maxon seemed to like that very much.


    “What was that about?” I asked aloud.


    May shrugged. “It looked important though.”


    “It did.”


    We waited to see if Maxon had a conversation with anyone else’s father; but if he did, they didn’t go to the gardens.

  


  
    CHAPTER 8


    THE HALLOWEEN PARTY WAS AS amazing as Maxon had promised. When I walked into the Great Room with May by my side, I was stunned by the sheer beauty before me. Everything was golden. Ornaments on the walls, glittering jewels in the chandeliers, cups, plates, even the food—everything had hints of gold in it. It was nothing short of magnificent.


    Popular music was playing through a sound system, but in the corner a small band waited to play the songs for the traditional dances we’d learned. Cameras—both for photography and video—dotted the room. No doubt this would be the highlight of Illéa programming tomorrow. There couldn’t be a celebration equal to this one. I briefly wondered what it would be like if I was still here at Christmastime.


    Everyone’s costumes were gorgeous. Marlee was dressed as an angel and dancing with that guard I ran into, Officer Woodwork. She even had wings that looked like they’d been made out of iridescent paper floating behind her. Celeste’s dress was short and made of feathers, with a large plume behind her head announcing she was a peacock.


    Kriss was standing with Natalie, and they seemed to have coordinated. Natalie’s dress had flowers blossoming on the bodice, and her full skirt was fluttery blue tulle. Kriss’s dress was as golden as the room and covered with cascading leaves. Guessing, I’d say they were spring and fall. It was a cute idea.


    Elise’s Asian heritage was being taken full advantage of. Her silken dress was an exaggeration of the demure ones she tended to favor. The draping sleeves were incredibly dramatic, and I was in awe of her ability to walk with the ornate headdress she was wearing. Elise didn’t typically stand out, but tonight she looked lovely, almost regal.


    Around the room, all the family and friends were in costume, too, and the guards were equally dashing. I saw a baseball player, a cowboy, someone in a suit with a name tag that said GAVRIL FADAYE, and one guard so bold as to put on a lady’s dress. A few girls were near him, laughing up a storm. But many of the guards were in the dress version of their uniforms, which was simply pressed white pants and their blue jackets. They had on gloves but no hats, and these features helped distinguish them from the guards who were actually on duty, surrounding the perimeter of the room.


    “So, what do you think?” I asked May, but when I turned, I saw she had disappeared into the crowd, already exploring. I laughed to myself as I surveyed the room, trying to find her puffy little dress. When she said she wanted to go to the party as a bride—“the kind we see on TV”—I had thought it was a joke. She looked absolutely adorable in her veil though.


    “Hello, Lady America,” someone whispered in my ear.


    I started and turned to see Aspen in his dress uniform beside me.


    “You scared me!” I put my hand over my heart as if that would slow it. Aspen only chuckled.


    “I like your costume,” he said jovially.


    “Thank you. I do, too.” Anne had made me into a butterfly. My dress was tapered from front to back in a fluttering material edged in black that floated around me. A tiny mask that looked like wings covered my eyes, making me feel mysterious.


    “Why didn’t you dress up?” I asked. “Couldn’t you think of anything?”


    He shrugged. “I prefer the uniform.”


    “Oh.” It seemed sad to waste a perfectly good reason to be extravagant. Aspen had even fewer opportunities than I did in that department. Why not live it up?


    “I just wanted to say hello, see how you were.”


    “Good,” I said quickly. I felt so awkward.


    “Oh.” He sounded unsatisfied. “All right then.”


    Maybe after his little speech the other day, he expected more of an answer, but I wasn’t ready to say anything yet. He gave me a bow and went off to see another guard who embraced him like a brother. I wondered if being a guard gave him a sense of family the way the Selection had done for me.


    Marlee and Elise found me moments later and dragged me onto the dance floor. As I swayed, trying not to hit anyone, I caught Aspen standing on the edge of the floor, talking with Mom and May. Mom ran her hand over Aspen’s sleeve, like she was straightening it out, and May was beaming. I could imagine them telling him how handsome he looked in his uniform, how proud his mother must be. He smiled back, and I could see how pleased he was, too. Aspen and I were rarities, a Five and Six pulled out of our monotonous lives and placed in the palace. The Selection had been so life changing that I sometimes forgot to appreciate the experience.


    I danced in a circle with some of the other girls and guards until the music quieted and the DJ spoke.


    “Ladies of the Selection, gentlemen of the guard, and friends and relatives of the royal family, please welcome King Clarkson, Queen Amberly, and Prince Maxon Schreave!”


    The band swelled with music, and we all curtsied and bowed as they came in together. The king was apparently dressed as a king, simply that of another country. I didn’t catch the reference. The queen’s dress was a blue so deep it almost appeared black, with glittering jewels across it. She looked like the night sky. And Maxon, comically, was a pirate. His pants were torn in places, and he wore a loose shirt with a vest and a bandanna over his hair. To add to the effect, he hadn’t shaved in a day or two, and a shadow of dark blond fuzz covered the bottom half of his face like a smile.


    The DJ asked us to clear the floor, and the king and queen had a first dance together. Maxon stood to one side beside Kriss and Natalie, whispering things to each in turn and making them laugh. Finally I saw that he was doing a sweep of the room. I didn’t know if he was looking for me or not, but I didn’t want to be caught staring at him. I fluffed out my dress and stared at his parents instead. They looked very happy.


    I thought about the Selection and how crazy it seemed, but I couldn’t argue with the outcome. King Clarkson and Queen Amberly were suited for each other. He seemed forceful, and she combated that with a calming nature. She was a quiet listener, and he always seemed to have something to say. Though the whole thing should be archaic and wrong, it worked.


    Did they ever grow apart during their Selection the way I felt Maxon might be growing apart from me? Why had he not made a single attempt to see me in the midst of dating the rest of the girls? Maybe that was why he was speaking with Dad, to explain to him why he’d have to let me go. Maxon was a polite person, so that seemed like something he would do.


    I surveyed the crowd, looking for Aspen. In the process, I saw that Dad had finally arrived and was standing arm in arm with Mom on the opposite side of the room. May had found her way to Marlee and was tucked right in front of her. Marlee held her arms across May’s chest in a sisterly gesture, and their white dresses shone in the lights. It didn’t surprise me at all that they got so close in less than a day. I sighed. Where was Aspen?


    In a last effort, I peeked behind me. There he was, just over my shoulder, waiting by me as always. When our eyes met, he gave me a quick wink, and it lifted my entire mood.


    After the king and queen finished, we all crowded onto the dance floor. Guards shuffled around, pairing up with girls easily. Maxon was still standing on the side of the room with Kriss and Natalie. I hoped maybe he’d come ask me to dance. I certainly didn’t want to ask him.


    Gathering my nerve, I smoothed my dress and walked in his direction. I decided that I would at least present him with an opportunity to ask me. I made my way across the floor, planning to jump into their conversation. When I got close enough to do that, Maxon turned to Natalie.


    “Would you like to dance?” he asked.


    She laughed and tilted her blond head to the side like it was the most obvious thing in the world, and I breezed past them, my eyes trained on a table of chocolates, as if that was my goal the entire time. I kept my back to the room as I ate the delicious treats, hoping no one could see how deeply I was blushing.


    Perhaps a half-dozen songs in, Officer Woodwork appeared next to me. Like Aspen, he had opted to stay in his uniform.


    “Lady America,” he said with a bow. “May I have this dance?”


    His voice was bright and warm, and his enthusiasm washed over me. I took his hand easily.


    “Absolutely, sir,” I replied. “I should warn you, though, I’m not very good.”


    “That’s fine. We’ll take it slow.” His smile was so inviting that I couldn’t be worried about my poor dancing skills, and I happily followed him to the floor.


    The dance was an upbeat one, which suited his mood. He spoke through the entire thing, and it was hard to keep up. So much for taking it slow.


    “It seems you’ve fully recovered from me nearly running you over,” he joked.


    “It’s a shame you didn’t do any damage,” I shot back. “If I was in a splint, I wouldn’t have to dance at least.”


    He laughed. “I’m glad you’re as funny as everyone says you are. I hear you’re a favorite of the prince, too.” He made it sound as if it was common knowledge.


    “I don’t know about that.” Part of me was sick of people saying that. Another part yearned for it still to be true.


    Over Officer Woodwork’s shoulder, I saw Aspen dancing with Celeste. Something knotted in my chest at the sight.


    “Sounds like you get along well with most everyone. Someone even said that during the last attack you took your maids with you to the hiding place for the royal family. Is that true?” He sounded amazed. At the time, it seemed like a completely normal thing to protect the girls I loved, but to everyone else it came across as daring or strange.


    “I couldn’t leave them behind,” I explained.


    He shook his head in awe. “You’re a true lady, miss.”


    I blushed. “Thank you.”


    I was left gasping for breath after the song, so I took a seat at one of the many tables sprinkled around the room. I drank orange punch and fanned myself with a napkin, watching others dancing on the floor. I found Maxon with Elise. They looked happy as they spun around in circles. He’d danced with Elise twice now and still hadn’t sought me out.


    It took awhile to find Aspen on the floor since so many men were in uniform, but I finally spotted him in a corner, talking with Celeste. I watched as she winked at him, her lips turned up in a flirtatious smile.


    Who does she think she is? I stood to go and tell her to stop but realized what that would mean for both Aspen and myself before I took a step forward. I sat back down and continued to sip my punch. By the time the song ended, though, I was on the move and had situated myself close enough to Aspen for it to be appropriate for him to ask me to dance.


    And he did, which was good, because I didn’t think I could have been patient.


    “What in the world was that?” I asked quietly but with obvious outrage in my voice.


    “What was what?”


    “Celeste was running her hands all over you!”


    “Somebody’s jealous,” he sang into my ear.


    “Oh, stop it! She’s not supposed to be acting like that; it’s against the rules!” I looked around to make sure no one could see how intimately we were talking, particularly my parents. I noticed Mom sitting and talking with Natalie’s mother. Dad had disappeared.


    “This from you,” he said, rolling his eyes playfully. “If we aren’t together, you can’t tell me who I’m not allowed to talk to.”


    I made a face. “You know it’s not like that.”


    “So what is it like?” he whispered. “I don’t know if I’m supposed to be holding on or letting go.” He shook his head. “I don’t want to give up, but if there’s nothing for me to hope for, then tell me.”


    I could see the effort behind him keeping his face so calm, the lingering sadness in his voice. And I hurt, too. Thinking about letting this end brought a stabbing pain to my chest.


    I sighed and confessed. “He’s been avoiding me. He’ll say hello, but he’s been very devoted to dating the other girls recently. I think I must have imagined that he actually liked me.”


    He stopped dancing for a moment, shocked at what I was saying. He quickly picked back up, studying my face for a moment.


    “I didn’t realize that was what was going on,” he said softly. “I mean, you know I want us to be together, but I didn’t want you to get hurt.”


    “Thanks.” I shrugged. “I feel stupid more than anything.”


    Aspen pulled me in a little closer, still keeping a respectful distance though I knew he didn’t want to. “Trust me, Mer, any man who passes up the chance to be with you is the stupid one.”


    “You tried to pass me up,” I reminded him.


    “That’s how I know,” he replied with a smile. I was glad we could joke about that now.


    I looked over Aspen’s shoulder and found Maxon dancing with Kriss. Again. Wasn’t he even going to ask me once?


    Aspen leaned in. “You know what this dance reminds me of?”


    “Tell me.”


    “Fern Tally’s sixteenth birthday party.”


    I gave him a look like he was crazy. I remembered Fern’s sixteenth birthday. Fern was a Six, and sometimes we got help from her when Aspen’s mom was too busy to fit us in. Her sixteenth birthday party came about seven months after Aspen and I had started dating. We were both invited, and it wasn’t much of a party. A cake and water, the radio turned on because she didn’t own any music discs, and the lights dimmed in her unfinished basement. The big thing was that it was the first party I’d been to that wasn’t a “family” party. It was just the local kids alone in a room, and that was exciting. However, it in no way compared to the splendor of what was happening around us now.


    “How in the world is this party like that one?” I asked disbelievingly.


    Aspen swallowed once and spoke. “We danced. Remember? I was so proud to have you there, in my arms, in front of other people. Even if you did look like you were having a seizure.” He winked at me.


    The words stirred my heart. I did remember that. I lived off that moment for weeks.


    In an instant a thousand secrets that Aspen and I had built and saved flooded my mind: the names we’d picked out for our imaginary children, our tree house, his ticklish spot on the back of his neck, the notes we’d written and hidden away, my failed efforts in making homemade soap, games of tic-tac-toe played with our fingers on his stomach … games where we couldn’t remember our invisible moves … games he always let me win.


    “Tell me you’ll wait for me. If you’ll wait for me, Mer, I can handle anything else,” he breathed into my ear.


    The music switched to a traditional song, and a nearby officer asked for a dance. I was swept away, leaving both Aspen and myself without any answers.


    The night went on, and I found myself peeking over at Aspen more than once. Though I tried to seem casual about it, I bet anyone really paying attention might have noticed, particularly my dad, if he had been in the room. But he seemed more interested in touring the palace than in dancing.


    I tried to distract myself with the party and must have danced with everyone in the room except for Maxon. I was sitting down resting my tired feet when I heard his voice beside me.


    “My lady?” I turned to see him. “May I have this dance?”


    That feeling, that indefinable something, coursed through me. As dejected as I’d felt, as embarrassed as I’d been, when he offered me that moment, I had to take it.


    “Of course.” He took my hand and walked me out to the floor, where the band was starting a slow song. I felt a rush of happiness. He didn’t seem upset or uncomfortable. On the contrary, Maxon held me so close I could smell his cologne and feel his stubble against my cheek.


    “I was wondering if I was going to get a dance at all,” I commented, trying to sound playful.


    Maxon managed to pull me even closer. “I was saving this one. I’ve put in time with all the other girls, so my obligations are over. Now I can enjoy the rest of the evening with you.”


    I blushed the way I always did when he said things like that to me. Sometimes his words were like single lines of poetry. After the last week, I didn’t think I’d ever hear him speak to me that way again. It made my pulse race.


    “You look lovely, America. Much too beautiful to be on the arm of a scraggly pirate.”


    I giggled. “How could you have possibly dressed to match? Come as a tree?”


    “At the very least, some kind of shrubbery.”


    I laughed again. “I would pay money to see you dressed as a shrubbery!”


    “Next year,” he promised.


    I looked at him. Next year?


    “Would you like that? For us to have another Halloween party next October?” he asked.


    “Will I even be here next October?”


    Maxon stopped dancing. “Why wouldn’t you?”


    I shrugged. “You’ve been avoiding me all week, dating the other girls. And … I saw you talking to my dad. I thought you might be telling him why you had to kick out his daughter.” I swallowed the lump in my throat. I was not going to cry here.


    “America.”


    “I get it. Someone has to go, and I’m a Five, and Marlee’s the people’s favorite—”


    “America, stop,” he said gently. “I’m such an idiot. I had no idea you’d see it that way. I thought you felt secure in your standing.”


    I was missing something here.


    Maxon sighed. “Honestly? I was trying to give the other girls a sporting chance. From the beginning, I’ve really only looked at you, wanted you.” I ducked my head for a moment, overcome by his deep stare. “When you told me how you felt, I was so relieved that a part of me didn’t believe it. I still have a hard time accepting that it was real. You’d be surprised how infrequently I get something I truly want.” Maxon’s eyes were hiding something, some sadness he wasn’t prepared to share. But he shook it away and continued explaining, starting to sway to the music again.


    “I was afraid I was wrong, that you would change your mind any second. I’ve been looking for a suitable alternative, but the truth is …”—Maxon looked me in the eyes again, unwavering—“there’s only you. Maybe I’m not really looking, maybe they aren’t right for me. It doesn’t matter. I just know I want you. And that terrifies me. I’ve been waiting for you to take back the words, to beg to leave.”


    It took me a moment to find my breath. Suddenly all that time away looked different. I could understand that feeling—that it was too good to be true, too good to trust. I felt like that every day with him.


    “Maxon, that’s not going to happen,” I whispered into his neck. “If anything, you’re going to realize I’m not good enough.”


    His lips were at my ear. “Darling, you’re perfect.”


    My arm on his back drew him toward me, and he did the same, until we were closer to each other physically than we’d ever been. In the back of my mind, I realized we were in a crowded room, that somewhere my mother was probably fainting at the sight, but I didn’t care. For that moment, it felt like we were the only two people in the world.


    I pulled back to look at Maxon, noticing that I needed to get the moisture out of my eyes to do so. But I liked these tears.


    Maxon explained everything. “I want us to take our time. After I announce the dismissal tomorrow, that will appease the public and my father, but I don’t want to rush you at all. I want you to see the princess’s suite. It adjoins mine, actually,” he said quietly. Something about being that close to him all the time made my bones feel weak.


    “I think you should start deciding what you want in there. I want you to feel completely at home. You’ll have to pick a few more maids, too, and figure out if you want your family in the palace or just nearby. I’ll help you with everything.” A tiny beat of my heart whispered, What about Aspen? But I was so taken in by Maxon that I barely even heard it.


    “Soon, when it’s proper for me to end the Selection, when I propose to you, I want it to be as easy as breathing for you to say yes. I promise to do everything in my power between now and that moment to make it that way. Anything you need, anything you want, say the words. I will do everything I can for you.”


    I was overwhelmed. He understood me so well, how nervous I was about making this commitment, how frightening it was for me to become a princess. He was going to give me every last second he could and, in the meantime, lavish me with everything possible. I had another one of those moments when I couldn’t believe this was all happening.


    “That’s not fair, Maxon,” I mumbled. “What in the world am I supposed to be able to give you?”


    He smiled. “All I want is your promise to stay with me, to be mine. Sometimes it feels like you can’t possibly be real. Promise me you’ll stay.”


    “Of course. I promise.”


    With that I rested my head on his shoulder, and we slow danced through song after song. Once May caught my eye, and she looked like she was about to die with happiness watching us together. Mom and Dad stood looking on, and Dad shook his head as if to say And you thought he was sending you home.


    Something occurred to me.


    “Maxon?” I asked, turning my face toward him.


    “Yes, darling?”


    I smiled at the name. “Why were you talking with my dad?”


    Maxon smiled. “He is aware of my intentions. And you should know that he approves wholeheartedly, so long as you’re happy. That seemed to be his only stipulation. I assured him that I’d do everything I could to see that you were, and I told him you seemed happy here already.”


    “I am.”


    I felt Maxon’s chest rise. “Then he and I both have everything we need.”


    Maxon’s hand moved slightly and settled low on my back, encouraging me to stay close. In that touch I knew so many things. I knew that this was real, that it was happening, and that I could let myself believe it. I knew I’d let go of the friendships I’d made here if I had to, though I was sure Marlee wouldn’t mind losing in the slightest. And I knew I’d let the torch I held for Aspen burn out. It would be slow, and I would have to tell Maxon, but I would do it.


    Because now I was his. I knew it. I’d never been so sure.


    For the first time I could see it. I saw the aisle, the guests waiting, and Maxon standing at the end of it all. With that touch, it all made perfect sense.


    The party went on late into the night, when Maxon dragged the six of us to the balcony at the front of the palace for the best view of the fireworks. Celeste was stumbling up the marble steps, and Natalie had acquired some poor guard’s hat. Champagne was being passed around, and Maxon was celebrating our engagement prematurely with a bottle he’d kept all to himself.


    As the fireworks lit up the sky in the background, Maxon raised his bottle in the air.


    “A toast!” he exclaimed.


    We all raised our glasses and waited expectantly. I noticed Elise’s glass was smeared with the dark lipstick she’d been wearing, and even Marlee held a glass quietly, choosing to sip rather than gulp.


    “To all you beautiful ladies. And to my future wife!” Maxon called.


    The girls hooted, thinking this toast might be especially for each of them, but I knew better. As everyone tipped their glasses back, I watched Maxon—my almost fiancé—who gave me a tiny wink before taking another swig of champagne. The glow and excitement of the entire evening was overwhelming, like a fire of happiness was swallowing me whole.


    I couldn’t imagine anything strong enough to take that happiness away.

  


  
    CHAPTER 9


    I BARELY SLEPT. BETWEEN GETTING in so late and the excitement over what was coming, it was impossible. I curled closer to May, comforted by her warmth. I’d miss her so much once she left, but at least I had the prospect of her living here with me to look forward to.


    I wondered who would be leaving today. It didn’t seem polite to ask, so I didn’t; but if pressed, I would guess it was Natalie. Marlee and Kriss were popular with the public—more popular than I was—and Celeste and Elise had connections. I had Maxon’s heart, and that left Natalie without much to hold on to.


    I felt bad because I really didn’t have anything against Natalie. If anything, I wished Celeste would go. Maybe Maxon would send her home since he knew how much I disliked her, and he did say he wanted me to be comfortable here.


    I sighed, thinking of everything he’d said last night. I’d never imagined this was possible. How did I, America Singer—a Five, a nobody—fall for Maxon Schreave—a One, the One? How did this happen when I’d spent the last two years bracing myself for life as a Six?


    A tiny part of my heart throbbed. How would I explain this to Aspen? How would I tell him that Maxon had chosen me and that I wanted to be with him? Would he hate me? The thought made me want to cry. No matter what, I didn’t want to lose Aspen’s friendship. I couldn’t.


    My maids didn’t knock when they came in, which was typical. They always tried to let me rest as long as I could, and after the party, I certainly needed it. But instead of going to prep things, Mary went around to May and gently rubbed her shoulder to wake her.


    I rolled over to see Anne and Lucy with a garment bag. A new dress?


    “Miss May,” Mary whispered, “it’s time to get up.”


    May slowly roused. “Can’t I sleep?”


    “No,” Mary said sadly. “There’s some important business this morning. You need to go to your parents right away.”


    “Important business?” I asked. “What’s going on?”


    Mary looked to Anne, and I followed her eyes. Anne shook her head, and that seemed to be the end of it.


    Confused but hopeful, I got out of bed, encouraging May to do the same. I gave her a big hug before she went to Mom and Dad’s room.


    Once she left, I turned back to my maids. “Can you explain now that she’s gone?” I asked Anne. She shook her head. Frustrated, I huffed. “Would it help if I commanded you to tell?”


    She looked at me, a clear solemnity in her eyes. “Our orders come from much higher. You’ll have to wait.”


    I stood at the door to my bathroom and watched them move. Lucy’s hands were shaking as she pulled out fistfuls of rose petals for my bath, and Mary’s eyebrows were knit together as she lined up my makeup and the pins for my hair. Lucy sometimes trembled for no reason at all, and Mary tended to do that with her face when she was concentrating. It was Anne’s look that made me scared.


    She was always put together, even in the most frightening and taxing of situations, but today she looked as if her body was full of sand, her whole frame low with worry. She kept stopping and rubbing her forehead as if she could smooth away the anxiety in her face.


    I looked on as she pulled my dress out of the garment bag. It was understated, simple … and jet-black. I looked at that dress and knew it could only mean one thing. I started crying before I even knew who I was mourning.


    “Miss?” Mary came to help me.


    “Who died?” I asked. “Who died?”


    Anne, steady as ever, pulled me upright and wiped the tears from under my eyes.


    “No one has died,” she said. But her voice wasn’t comforting; it was commanding. “Be grateful for that when this is all over. No one died today.”


    She gave me no further explanation and sent me straight to my bath. Lucy tried to keep herself under control; but when she finally broke into tears, Anne asked her to go get me something light to eat, and she jumped on the command obediently. She didn’t even curtsy as she left.


    Lucy eventually returned with some croissants and apple slices. I wanted to sit and eat slowly, stretching out my time, but one bite was all it took for me to know that food was not my friend today.


    Finally Anne placed my name pin on my chest, the silver shining beautifully against the black of my dress. There was nothing left for me to do but face this unimaginable fate.


    I opened my door but found myself frozen. Turning back to my maids, I breathed out my fear. “I’m scared.”


    Anne put her hands on my shoulders and spoke. “You are a lady now, miss. You must handle this like a lady.”


    I gave a small nod as she released me, unclenched my hands from the door, and walked away. I wish I could have said my head was high; but honestly, lady or not, I was terrified.


    To my immense surprise, when I reached the foyer, the rest of the girls were waiting, all wearing dresses and expressions similar to my own. A wave of relief hit me. I wasn’t in trouble. If anything, we all were, so at least I wouldn’t be going through whatever this was alone.


    “There’s the fifth,” a guard said to his counterpart. “Follow us, ladies.”


    Fifth? No, that wasn’t right. It was six. As we walked down the stairs, I quickly scanned the girls. The guard was right. Only five. Marlee wasn’t here.


    My first thought was that Maxon had sent Marlee home, but wouldn’t she have come by my room to say good-bye? I tried to think of a relationship between all this secrecy and Marlee’s absence, and nothing I came up with made sense.


    At the bottom of the stairs, an assembly of guards waited, along with our families. Mom, Dad, and May seemed anxious. Everyone did. I looked at them, hoping for some sort of clarity, but Mom shook her head while Dad gave me a shrug. I scanned the uniformed men for Aspen. He wasn’t there.


    I saw a pair of guards escorting Marlee’s parents to the back of our line. Her mother was hunched with worry, and she leaned into her husband, his face heavy, as if he had aged years in a single night.


    Wait. If Marlee was gone, why were they here?


    I turned as a burst of light flooded the foyer. For the first time since I’d been at the palace, the front doors were both opened wide, and we were paraded outside. We crossed the short circular driveway and headed past the massive walls that fenced us into the grounds. As the gates creaked open, the deafening sound of a massive crowd greeted us.


    A large platform had been set up in the street. Hundreds, maybe thousands of people were crowded together, children sitting on the shoulders of their parents. Cameras were positioned around the platform, and production people were running in front of the crowds, capturing the scene. We were led to a small section of stadium seats, and the crowd cheered for us as we walked out. I could see the shoulders of every girl in front of me relax as the people in the streets called out our names and threw flowers at our feet.


    I lifted my hand in a wave as people called my name. I felt so silly for worrying. If the people were this happy, then nothing bad could be happening. The staff at the palace really needed to rethink the way they handled the Elite. All that anxiety for nothing.


    May giggled, happy to be a part of the excitement, and I was relieved to see her back to herself. I tried to keep up with all the well-wishers, but I was distracted by the two odd structures waiting on the platform. The first was a ladder-like contraption in the shape of an A; the second was a large wooden block with loops on either end. With a guard at my side, I climbed into my seat in the middle of the front row and tried to figure out what was going on.


    The crowd erupted again as the king, queen, and Maxon emerged. They too were dressed in dark clothes and wore sober expressions. I was close to Maxon, so I turned his way. Whatever was happening, if he looked at me and smiled, I knew it would be fine. I kept willing him to glance at me, to give me some sort of acknowledgment. But Maxon’s face was hard.


    A moment later the crowd’s cheers turned into cries of disdain, and I turned to see what made them so unhappy.


    My stomach twisted as I watched my world shatter.


    Officer Woodwork was being dragged out in chains. His lip was bleeding, and his clothes were so dirty he looked like he’d spent the night rolling in mud. Behind him, Marlee—her beautiful angel costume lacking its wings and covered in grime—was also in chains. A suit coat covered her hunched shoulders, and she squinted into the light. She took in the massive crowd, finding my eyes for a split second before she was pulled forward again. She searched once more, and I knew who she was seeking out. To my left, I saw Marlee’s parents watching, gripping each other tightly. They were visibly crushed, gone from this place, as if their very hearts had abandoned them.


    I looked back to Marlee and Officer Woodwork. The anxiety in their faces was obvious, yet they walked with a certain pride. Only once, when Marlee tripped over the hem of her dress, did that veneer crack. Beneath it, terror awaited.


    No. No, no, no, no, no.


    As they were led up onto the platform, a man in a mask began speaking. The crowd hushed for him. Apparently, this—whatever it was—had happened before, and the people here knew how to respond. But I didn’t; my body lurched forward, and my stomach heaved. Thank goodness I hadn’t eaten.


    “Marlee Tames,” the man called, “one of the Selected, a Daughter of Illéa, was found last night in an intimate moment with this man, Carter Woodwork, a trusted member of the Royal Guard.”


    The crier’s voice was full of an inappropriate amount of self-importance, as if he was reciting the cure for some deadly disease. The crowd booed again at his accusations.


    “Miss Tames has broken her vow of loyalty to our prince Maxon! And Mr. Woodwork has essentially stolen property of the royal family through his relations with Miss Tames! These offenses are treason to the royal family!” He was shrieking out his statements, willing the crowd to agree. And they did.


    But how could they? Didn’t they know this was Marlee? Sweet, beautiful, trusting, giving Marlee? She made a mistake, maybe, but nothing deserving of this much hatred.


    Carter was being strapped up to the A-shaped frame by another masked man, his legs spread wide and his arms pulled into a position that mimicked the structure. Padded belts were wrapped around his waist and legs, tightened to a point that looked uncomfortable even from here. Marlee was forced to kneel in front of the large wooden block as a man ripped the coat from her back. Her wrists were bound down to the loops on either side, palms up.


    She was crying.


    “This is a crime punishable by death! But, in his mercy, Prince Maxon is going to spare these two traitors their lives. Long live Prince Maxon!”


    The crowd chanted after the man. If I had been in my right mind, I would have known I was supposed to call out, too, or at least applaud. The girls around me did, and so did our parents, even if they were in shock. But I wasn’t paying attention. All I saw were Marlee’s and Carter’s faces.


    We had been given front-row seats for a reason—to show us what would happen if we made such a stupid mistake—but from here, not more than twenty feet from the platform, I could see and hear everything that really mattered.


    Marlee was staring at Carter, and he was looking right back at her, craning his neck to do so. The fear was unmistakable, but there was also this look on her face, as if she was trying to reassure him that he was worth all this.


    “I love you, Marlee,” he called to her. It was barely audible over the crowd, but it was there. “We’re going to be okay. It’ll be okay, I promise.”


    Marlee couldn’t speak in her fear, but she nodded back at him. In that moment, all I could think of was how beautiful she looked. Her golden hair was messy and her dress a disaster, and she’d lost her shoes at some point; but, my God, she looked radiant.


    “Marlee Tames and Carter Woodwork, you are both hereby stripped of your castes. You are the lowest of the low. You are Eights!”


    The crowd cheered, which seemed wrong. Weren’t there any Eights standing here who hated being referred to that way?


    “And to inflict upon you the shame and pain you have brought on His Majesty, you will be publicly caned with fifteen strikes. May your scars remind you of your many sins!”


    Caned? What did that even mean?


    My answer came a second later. The two masked men who had bound Carter and Marlee pulled long rods out of a bucket of water. They swiped them in the air a few times, testing them out, and I could hear the sticks whistling as they cut at the air. The crowd applauded this warm-up with the same frenzy and adoration they had just given the Selected.


    In a few seconds, Carter’s backside would be humiliatingly struck, and Marlee’s precious hands …


    “No!” I cried. “No!”


    “I think I’m going to be sick,” Natalie whispered as Elise made a weak moan into her guard’s shoulder. But nothing stopped.


    I stood up and lunged toward Maxon’s seat, falling over my father’s lap.


    “Maxon! Maxon, stop this!”


    “You have to sit down, miss,” my guard said, trying to wrangle me back into my chair.


    “Maxon, I beg you, please!”


    “It’s not safe, miss!”


    “Get off me!” I yelled at my guard, kicking him as hard as I could. Try as I may, he held on tight.


    “America, please sit down!” my mother urged.


    “One!” cried the man on the stage, and I saw the cane fall on Marlee’s hands.


    She let out the most pathetic whimper, like a dog that had been kicked. Carter made no sound.


    “Maxon! Maxon!” I yelled. “Stop it! Stop it, please!”


    He heard me; I knew he did. I saw him slowly close his eyes and swallow one time, as if he could push the sound out of his head.


    “Two!”


    Marlee’s cry was pure anguish. I couldn’t imagine her pain—and there were still thirteen more strikes to go.


    “America, sit!” Mom insisted. May was between her and Dad, her face averted, her cries almost as pained as Marlee’s.


    “Three!”


    I looked at Marlee’s parents. Her mother buried her head in her hands, her father’s arms wrapped around her, as if he could protect her from everything they were losing in that moment.


    “Let me go!” I yelled at my guard to no avail. “MAXON!” I screamed. My tears were blurring my vision, but I could see him enough to know he’d heard me.


    I looked at the other girls. Shouldn’t we do something? Some appeared to be crying, too. Elise was bent over, a palm pressed to her forehead, looking as if she might pass out. No one seemed angry though. Shouldn’t they be?


    “Five!”


    The sound of Marlee’s shrieks would haunt me for the rest of my life. I’d never heard anything like it. Or the sickening echo of the crowd cheering it on, as if this was merely entertainment. Or Maxon’s silence, allowing this to happen. Or the crying of the girls around me, accepting it.


    The only thing that gave me any sort of hope was Carter. Even though he was sweating from the trauma and shaking with pain, he managed to pant out comforting words to Marlee.


    “It’ll be … over soon,” he managed.


    “Six!”


    “Love … you,” he stammered.


    I couldn’t handle this. I tried to claw at my guard, but his thick sleeves protected him. I shrieked as he gripped me tighter.


    “Get your hands off my daughter!” Dad yelled, pulling the guard’s arms. With that space, I wiggled myself until I was facing him and thrust my knee up as hard as I could.


    He let out a muffled cry and fell back, my dad catching him on the way down.


    I hopped over the railing, clumsy in my dress and heeled shoes. “Marlee! Marlee!” I screamed, running as quickly as I could. I almost got to the steps; but two guards caught up with me, and that was a fight I couldn’t win.


    From the angle behind the stage, I saw that they’d exposed Carter’s backside, and his skin was already torn, pieces hanging sickeningly. Blood was trickling down, ruining what used to be his dress pants. I couldn’t imagine the state of Marlee’s hands.


    The thought sent me into an even deeper hysteria. I screamed and kicked at the guards, but all that accomplished was the loss of one of my shoes.


    I was dragged inside as the man cried out for the next strike, and I didn’t know whether to be grateful or ashamed. On the one hand, I didn’t have to see it all; on the other, I felt like I’d abandoned Marlee in the worst possible moment of her life.


    If I had been a true friend, wouldn’t I have done better than that?


    “Marlee!” I screamed. “Marlee, I’m sorry!” But the crowd was so frenzied, and she was crying so much, I didn’t think she heard me.

  


  
    CHAPTER 10


    I THRASHED AND SHRIEKED ALL the way back. The guards had to hold me so tightly that I knew I’d be covered in bruises later, but I didn’t care. I had to fight.


    “Where’s her room?” I heard one ask, and twisted to see a maid walking down the hall. I didn’t recognize her, but she clearly knew me. She escorted the guards to my door. I heard my maids shouting in protest at the way I was being handled.


    “Calm down, miss; that’s no way to behave,” a guard said with a grunt as they threw me onto my bed.


    “Get the hell out of my room!” I screamed.


    My maids, all of them in tears, rushed over to me. Mary started trying to get the dirt from my fall off my dress, but I slapped her hands away. They knew. They knew, and they didn’t warn me.


    “You, too!” I yelled at them. “I want all of you out! NOW!”


    They recoiled at my words, and the tremors running down Lucy’s little body almost made me regret saying them. But I had to be alone.


    “We’re sorry, miss,” Anne said, pulling the other two back. They knew how close I was to Marlee.


    Marlee …


    “Just go,” I whispered, turning to bury my face in my pillow.


    Once the door clicked shut, I slipped off my remaining shoe and climbed deeper into bed, finally making sense of a hundred tiny details. So this was the secret she had been too afraid to share. She didn’t want to stay because she wasn’t in love with Maxon, but she didn’t want to leave and be separated from Carter.


    A dozen moments suddenly made sense: why she chose to stand in certain places or stared toward doors. It was Carter; he was there. The time the king and queen of Swendway came and she refused to get out of the sun … Carter. It was Marlee he was waiting for when I ran into him outside the bathroom. It was always him, standing silently by, perhaps sneaking a kiss here and there, waiting for a time when they could truly be together.


    How much must she have loved him to be so careless, to risk so much?


    How could this even be real? It didn’t seem possible. I knew that there would be a punishment for something like this, but that it happened to Marlee, that she was gone …. I couldn’t understand it.


    My stomach writhed. It so easily could have been me. If Aspen and I hadn’t been so careful, if someone had overheard our conversation on the dance floor last night, that could have been us.


    Would I ever see Marlee again? Where would she be sent? Would her parents have anything to do with her? I didn’t know what Carter was before the draft made him a Two, though my guess was he was a Seven. Seven was low, but it was better than Eight by a long shot.


    I couldn’t believe she was an Eight. This could not be real.


    Would Marlee ever be able to use her hands again? How long did such wounds take to heal? And what about Carter? Would he even be able to walk after that?


    That could have been Aspen.


    That could have been me.


    I felt so sick. I had a cruel sense of relief that it wasn’t me, and the guilt of that relief was so heavy it was hard to breathe. I was a terrible person, a terrible friend. I was ashamed.


    There was nothing left to do but cry.


    I spent the morning and most of the afternoon curled in a ball on my bed. My maids brought me lunch, but I couldn’t touch it. Mercifully, they didn’t insist on staying and let me be alone in my sadness.


    I couldn’t pull myself together. The more I thought over what had happened, the sicker I felt. I couldn’t get the sound of Marlee screaming out of my head. I wondered if a time would come when I’d forget.


    A hesitant knock came at the door. My maids weren’t here to open it, and I didn’t feel like moving, so I didn’t. After a brief pause the visitor came in anyway.


    “America?” Maxon said quietly.


    I didn’t answer.


    He shut the door and walked across the room to stand by my bed.


    “I’m sorry,” he said. “I didn’t have a choice.”


    I stayed still, unable to speak.


    “It was that or kill them. The cameras found them last night and circulated the footage without us knowing,” he insisted.


    He didn’t talk for a while, maybe thinking that if he stood there long enough, I’d find something I wanted to say to him.


    Finally he knelt beside me. “America? Look at me, darling?”


    The endearment made my stomach turn. I did look at him though.


    “I had to. I had to.”


    “How could you just stand there?” My voice sounded funny. “How could you not do anything?”


    “I told you once before that part of this job is looking calm, even when you aren’t. It’s something I’ve had to master. You will, too.”


    My brow folded together. He couldn’t still think I wanted that now? Apparently, he did. As he slowly took in my expression, his fell into absolute shock.


    “America, I know you’re upset, but please? I told you; you’re the only one. Please don’t do this.”


    “Maxon,” I said slowly, “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can do this. I could never stand by and watch someone get hurt like that, knowing it was my judgment that sent them there. I can’t be a princess.”


    He drew in a staggered breath, probably the closest thing to a truly sad emotion I’d ever seen from him.


    “America, you’re basing the rest of your life on five minutes of someone else’s. Things like that rarely happen. You wouldn’t have to do that.”


    I sat up, hoping it would help me see matters more clearly. “I just … I can’t even think right now.”


    “Then don’t,” he urged. “Don’t let this make a decision for the both of us when you’re so upset.”


    Somehow those words sounded like a trick.


    “Please,” he whispered intensely, clutching my hands. The desperation in his voice made me look at him. “You promised you’d stay with me. Don’t give up, not like this. Please.”


    I let out a breath and nodded.


    His relief was palpable. “Thank you.”


    Maxon sat there, holding on to my hand like a lifeline. It didn’t feel like it did yesterday.


    “I know …,” he started. “I know that you’re hesitant about the job. I always knew that would be hard for you to embrace. And I’m sure this makes it harder. But … what about me? Do you still feel sure about me?”


    I fidgeted, uncertain of what to say. “I told you I couldn’t think.”


    “Oh. Right.” His absolute dejection was clear. “I’ll let you be for now. We’ll talk soon though.”


    He leaned forward like he might kiss me. I looked down, and he cleared his throat. “Good-bye, America.”


    Then he was gone.


    And I broke down all over again.


    Maybe minutes or hours later, my maids came in and found me bawling. I rolled over, and there was no way they could miss the pleading in my eyes.


    “Oh, my lady,” Mary cried, coming to embrace me. “Let’s get you ready for bed.”


    Lucy and Anne began working on the buttons of my dress while Mary cleaned my face and smoothed my hair.


    My maids sat around me, comforting me as I cried. I wanted to explain that it was more than Marlee, that it was this sick ache over Maxon, too; but it was embarrassing to admit how deeply I cared, how wrong I’d been.


    Then my heartbreak doubled when I asked for my parents, and Anne told me that all the families had been escorted away quickly. I didn’t even get to say good-bye.


    Anne stroked my hair, gently shushing me. Mary was at my feet, rubbing my legs comfortingly. Lucy simply held her hands to her heart, as if she felt it all with me.


    “Thank you,” I whispered between sniffles. “I’m sorry about earlier.”


    They exchanged glances. “There’s nothing to apologize for, miss,” Anne insisted.


    I wanted to correct her, because I’d certainly crossed the line with how I treated them, but another knock came at the door. I tried to think of how to politely say I didn’t want to see Maxon right now, but when Lucy hopped up to answer it, Aspen’s face was on the other side.


    “I’m sorry to disturb you, ladies, but I heard the crying and wanted to make sure you were all right,” he said.


    He crossed the floor toward my bed, a bold move considering the day we’d all had.


    “Lady America, I’m very sorry about your friend. I heard she was something special. If you need anything, I’m here.” The look in Aspen’s eyes communicated so much: that he was willing to sacrifice any number of things to make this better if he could, that he wanted to take it all away if only for my sake.


    What an idiot I’d been. I’d almost given up the one person in the world who really knew me, really loved me. Aspen and I had been building a life together, and the Selection nearly destroyed it.


    Aspen was home. Aspen was safe.


    “Thank you,” I replied quietly. “Your kindness means a great deal to me.”


    Aspen gave me an almost imperceptible smile. I could tell he wanted to stay, and I wanted that as well; but with my maids bustling around, it couldn’t happen. I remembered thinking the other day that I would always have Aspen, and I was happy to find that it was absolutely true.

  


  
    CHAPTER 11


    
      HEY KITTEN,


      I’M SO SORRY WE DIDN’T GET TO SAY GOOD-BYE. THE KING SEEMED TO THINK IT WOULD BE SAFEST FOR THE FAMILIES TO LEAVE AS SOON AS POSSIBLE. I TRIED TO GET TO YOU, I PROMISE. IT JUST DIDN’T HAPPEN.


      I WANTED TO LET YOU KNOW WE GOT HOME SAFELY. THE KING LET US KEEP OUR CLOTHES, AND MAY IS SPENDING EVERY SPARE MOMENT IN THOSE DRESSES. I SUSPECT SHE’S SECRETLY HOPING SHE NEVER GROWS ANOTHER INCH SO SHE CAN USE HER BALL GOWN AT HER WEDDING. IT REALLY LIFTS HER SPIRITS. I’M NOT SURE I’LL EVER FORGIVE THE ROYAL FAMILY FOR MAKING TWO OF MY CHILDREN WATCH THAT FIRSTHAND, BUT YOU KNOW HOW RESILIENT MAY IS. IT’S YOU I’M WORRIED ABOUT. WRITE US SOON.


      MAYBE THIS ISN’T THE RIGHT THING TO SAY, BUT I WANT YOU TO KNOW: WHEN YOU RAN FOR THE STAGE, I’VE NEVER BEEN SO PROUD OF YOU IN ALL MY LIFE. YOU’VE ALWAYS BEEN BEAUTIFUL; YOU’VE ALWAYS BEEN TALENTED. AND NOW I KNOW THAT YOUR MORAL COMPASS IS PERFECTLY ALIGNED, THAT YOU SEE CLEARLY WHEN THINGS ARE WRONG, AND YOU DO EVERYTHING YOU CAN TO STOP IT. AS A FATHER, I CAN’T ASK FOR MORE.


      I LOVE YOU, AMERICA. AND I’M SO, SO PROUD.


      DAD

    


    How was it that Dad always knew what to say? I kind of wanted someone to rearrange the stars so they spelled out his words. I needed them big and bright, and somewhere I could see them when things felt dark. I love you. And I’m so, so proud.


    The Elite were given the option of breakfast in their rooms, and I took it. I wasn’t ready to see Maxon yet. By the afternoon I was a bit more put together and decided to go down to the Women’s Room for a while. If nothing else, there was at least a television, and I could stand to be distracted.


    The girls seemed surprised when I walked in, which I guessed was to be expected. I did tend to hide from time to time, and if there was ever a moment to do that, it was now. Celeste was lounging on a couch, flipping through a magazine. Illéa didn’t have newspapers like I’d heard other countries did. We had the Report. Magazines were the closest things we had to printed news, and people like me could never afford them. Celeste always seemed to have one on hand, and, for some reason, that irritated me today.


    Kriss and Elise were at a table drinking tea and talking as Natalie stood in the back, looking out a window.


    “Oh, look,” Celeste said to no one in particular. “Here’s another one of my ads.”


    Celeste was a model. The idea of her flipping through pictures of herself drove my irritation deeper.


    “Lady America?” someone called. I turned and saw the queen and some of her attendants in the corner. She looked like she was doing needlework.


    I curtsied, and she waved me over. My stomach did a flip as I considered my behavior yesterday. I’d never intended to offend her and was suddenly afraid I’d done just that. I felt the eyes of the other girls on me. The queen usually spoke to us as a group, rarely one-on-one.


    I gave another curtsy as I approached. “Majesty.”


    “Please sit, Lady America,” she said kindly, motioning to an empty chair across from her.


    I obliged, still very nervous.


    “You put up quite a fight yesterday,” she commented.


    I swallowed. “Yes, Your Majesty.”


    “You were very close to her?”


    I choked back my sadness. “Yes, Your Majesty.”


    She sighed. “A lady ought not to behave in such a way. The cameras were so focused on the action at hand that they missed your conduct. Still, it doesn’t behoove you to lash out like that.”


    It wasn’t the order of a queen. It was the reprimand of a mother. That made it a thousand times worse. It was like she felt responsible for me, and I’d let her down.


    I bowed my head. For the first time, I truly felt bad about how I reacted.


    She reached over and rested her hand on my knee. I looked up to her face, shocked by the casual touch.


    “All the same,” she whispered, “I’m glad you did it.” And she smiled at me.


    “She was my best friend.”


    “That doesn’t stop because she’s gone, sweetheart.” Queen Amberly patted my leg kindly.


    It was exactly what I needed: motherly affection.


    Tears bit at the corners of my eyes. “I don’t know what to do,” I whispered. I nearly let everything spill out right there about how I was feeling, but I was conscious of the eyes of the other girls on me.


    “I told myself I wouldn’t get involved,” she stated, and sighed. “Even if I wanted to, I’m not sure there’s much to say.”


    She was right. What words could undo all that had happened?


    The queen leaned in to me and spoke sweetly. “Still, go easy on him.”


    I knew she meant well, but I really didn’t want to discuss her son. I nodded and rose. She smiled at me kindly and gestured that I was free to go. I wandered over to sit with Elise and Kriss.


    “How are you doing?” Elise asked sympathetically.


    “I’m fine. It’s Marlee I’m worried about.”


    “At least they’re together. They’ll make it as long as they have each other,” Kriss commented.


    “How do you know Marlee and Carter are together?”


    “Maxon told me,” she replied, as if it was common knowledge.


    “Oh,” I said, disappointed.


    “I can’t believe he didn’t tell you, of all people. You and Marlee were so close. Besides, you’re his favorite, right?” she said.


    I glanced at Kriss, then at Elise. They both carried a look of concern in their eyes but also maybe a sense of relief.


    Celeste laughed. “She’s obviously not anymore,” she muttered, not bothering to look up from her magazine. Clearly, my fall was to be expected.


    I changed the subject back to Marlee. “I still can’t believe Maxon put them through that. It was disturbing how calm he was about it.”


    “But what she did was wrong,” Natalie remarked. There wasn’t anything judgmental about her tone, only a quiet acceptance, like she was following instructions.


    Elise spoke up. “He could have had them killed. The law is on his side in that one. He showed them mercy.”


    “Mercy?” I scoffed. “You call having your skin torn apart in public merciful?”


    “Yes, all things considered,” she continued. “I bet if we could ask Marlee, she’d choose caning over dying.”


    “Elise is right,” Kriss said. “I agree that it was absolutely terrible, but I would rather have that than death.”


    “Please,” I sneered, my anger coming to the surface. “You’re a Three. Everyone knows your dad’s a famous professor, and you’ve lived your whole life in libraries, completely comfortable. You’d never survive the beating, let alone a life as an Eight afterward. You’d be begging to die.”


    Kriss glared at me. “Don’t pretend that you know anything about what I can and cannot tolerate. Just because you’re a Five, you think you’re the only one who’s ever suffered?”


    “No, but I’m sure I’ve experienced far worse than you,” I said, my voice rising in anger, “and I couldn’t take what Marlee went through. I’m saying I doubt you’d fare any better.”


    “I’m braver than you think, America. You have no idea the things I’ve sacrificed over the years. And if I make a mistake, I own up to the consequences.”


    “Why should there be any consequences at all?” I posed. “Maxon keeps saying how difficult the Selection is for him, how hard it is to make the choice, and then one of us falls for someone else. Shouldn’t he be thanking her for making his decision easier?”


    Natalie, seeming distressed, tried to interject. “I heard the funniest thing yesterday!”


    “But the law—” Kriss called over her.


    “America has a point,” Elise countered quickly, and the ordered conversation crumbled.


    We were speaking over one another, trying to make our opinions heard, justifying why we thought what happened was wrong or right. This was a first, but something I’d been expecting from the start. With this many girls together, competing against one another, there was no way we wouldn’t fight eventually.


    Then, in a disconnected voice, Celeste mumbled to her magazine as we continued to argue, “Got what she deserved. Whore.”


    The following silence was as charged as our quarrel.


    Celeste looked over her shoulder just in time to see me lunge at her. She screamed as I landed on her, knocking us both into a coffee table. I heard something, probably a cup of tea, smash onto the floor.


    I’d closed my eyes midjump, and when I opened them, Celeste was underneath me, trying to grab at my wrists. I pulled back my right arm and slapped her as hard as I could across her face. The burning sensation in my hand was nearly overwhelming, but it was worth it to hear the satisfying smack that erupted when it made contact.


    Celeste immediately let out a shriek and started clawing at me. For the first time I regretted not keeping my nails long like the other girls did. She made a few cuts on my arm, which only angered me more, and I struck her again. This time I cut her lip. In response to the pain, she reached for something—the saucer from her cup of tea—and slammed it against the side of my head.


    Thrown off, I tried to grab at her again, but people were pulling us apart. I was so consumed, I hadn’t noticed someone calling for the guards. I took a swing at one of them, too. I was tired of being manhandled.


    “Did you see what she did to me?” Celeste cried.


    “You keep your mouth shut!” I screamed. “Don’t you ever talk about Marlee again!”


    “She’s crazy! Don’t you hear her? Did you see what she did?”


    “Let me go!” I said, struggling against the guard.


    “You’re psychotic! I’m going to tell Maxon right now. You can kiss the palace good-bye!” she threatened.


    “No one’s seeing Maxon right now,” the queen said sternly. She looked into Celeste’s eyes and then into mine. Her disappointment was clear. I hung my head. “You’re both going to the hospital wing.”


    The hospital wing was a long, pristine corridor with beds against the walls. Pinned by the head of each bed was a curtain to wrap around for privacy. Cabinets of medical supplies were scattered throughout.


    Wisely, Celeste and I were placed at opposite ends of the wing, with Celeste being closer to the entrance and me near a window in the back. She’d pulled her curtain partially around her bed almost immediately so she wouldn’t have to see me. I couldn’t blame her. I did have a rather smug look on my face. Even while the nurse tended to the sore spot behind my hairline where Celeste had hit me, I couldn’t bring myself to grimace.


    “Now, hold this ice here, and that will help keep the swelling down,” she offered.


    “Thanks,” I replied.


    The nurse looked up and down the wing quickly, seeming to check that no one could hear us. “Good for you,” she whispered. “Most everyone’s been waiting for something like this to happen.”


    “Really?” I asked, my voice as low as hers. I probably shouldn’t have been smiling this much.


    “I can’t begin to count the horror stories I’ve heard about that one,” she said, nodding her head toward Celeste’s curtained bed.


    “Horror stories?”


    “Well, she provoked that one girl who hit her.”


    “Anna? How do you know?”


    “Maxon’s a good man,” she said simply. “He made sure she was checked out here before she went home. She told us what Celeste said about her parents. It was so filthy, I can’t repeat it.” The look on her face conveyed her disgust.


    “Poor Anna. I knew it had to be something like that.”


    “One girl came in with her feet bleeding after someone slipped glass in her shoes in the night. We can’t prove it was Celeste, but who else would do something so mean?”


    “I never heard about that.” I gasped.


    “She looked terrified that she might get worse. I suppose she chose to keep her mouth shut. And Celeste hits her maids. Not with anything more than her hands, but they come in for ice from time to time.”


    “No!” All the maids I’d encountered were sweet girls. I couldn’t imagine any of them doing something that would provoke getting hit at all, let alone regularly.


    “Suffice to say, your antics are making the rounds already. You’re a hero around here,” the nurse said with a wink.


    I didn’t feel like a hero.


    “Wait,” I said suddenly. “You said Maxon had Anna checked out before he sent her home?”


    “Yes, miss. He’s very concerned that you’re all taken care of.”


    “What about Marlee? Did she come here? How was she when she left?”


    Before the nurse could answer, I heard Celeste’s pouty voice pierce the room.


    “Maxon, sweetheart!” she called as he marched through the doorway.


    We shared a brief moment of eye contact before he approached Celeste’s bed. The nurse walked away, leaving me alone and aching to know if she’d actually seen Marlee.


    The sound of Celeste’s whiny voice was almost too irritating to bear. I heard Maxon murmur his condolences, comforting the poor thing before extricating himself. He made his way around her curtain and focused his eyes on me, seeming exhausted as he walked down the wing.


    “You’re lucky my father had the cameras barred from the palace, otherwise there’d be hell to pay for your actions.” He ran his hand through his hair, exasperated. “How am I supposed to defend this, America?”


    “Are you going to kick me out, then?” I played with a piece of my dress while I waited for his answer.


    “Of course not.”


    “What about her?” I asked, nodding my head toward Celeste’s bed.


    “No. You’re all stressed after yesterday, and I can’t hold that against you. I’m not sure my father will accept that excuse, but that’s what I’m going to say.”


    I paused. “Maybe you should tell him it was my fault. Maybe you should just send me home.”


    “America, you’re overreacting.”


    “Look at me, Maxon,” I urged. I felt the lump rising in my throat and fought to speak past it. “I’ve known from the beginning I don’t have what it takes, and I thought that I could—I don’t know—change, or somehow make it work; but I can’t stay here. I can’t.”


    Maxon moved to sit on the edge of my bed. “America, you might hate the Selection, and you might be mad about what happened to Marlee; but I know that you care about me enough not to just abandon me in this.”


    I reached for his hand. “I also care enough about you to tell you you’re making a mistake.”


    I could see the pain in Maxon’s face as he held my hand tighter, as if he could hold me there and keep me from disappearing. Hesitantly, he leaned in and whispered, “It’s not always so difficult. And I want to show that to you, but you have to give me time. I can prove that there are good things to this, but you have to wait.”


    I inhaled to contradict him, but he cut me off. “For weeks, America, you’ve asked me for time, and I gave it to you without question because I had faith in you. Please, I need you to have a little bit of faith in me, too.”


    I didn’t know what Maxon could possibly show me that might change my mind, but how could I not give him more time when he’d done that for me?


    I sighed. “Fine.”


    “Thank you.” The relief in his voice was obvious. “I have to get back, but I’ll come see you soon.”


    I nodded. Maxon stood and left, stopping briefly to tell Celeste good-bye. I watched him go and wondered if trusting him was a bad idea.

  


  
    CHAPTER 12


    BOTH CELESTE’S AND MY INJURIES were minimal, so we were sent back to our rooms within an hour. They staggered our release times so we didn’t have to leave together, and thank goodness for that.


    As I turned the corner at the top of the stairs, I saw a guard coming toward me. Aspen. Even though he was bigger after being bulked up from training, I knew his walk and his shadow and a thousand other things that were ingrained in my heart.


    As he approached, he stopped to give me an unnecessary bow.


    “Jar,” he whispered, and rose again, continuing on his path.


    I stood there for a split second, confused, and then realized what he meant. Fighting the urge to run, I moved down the hall eagerly.


    I opened the door and was both surprised and relieved to find that all three of my maids were out.


    I went over to the jar on my bedside table and found that the one little penny in there had company. I opened the lid and pulled out the folded sheet of paper. How clever of him. My maids probably wouldn’t have noticed it; and if they had, they never would have intruded on my privacy.


    I unfolded the note and read a very clear list of instructions. It seemed Aspen and I had a date tonight.


    The directions Aspen gave me were complicated. I took a roundabout way to get to the first floor, where I was to look for the door next to the five-foot-high vase. I remembered that vase from walking around the palace before. What flower in the world needed a container that big?


    I found the door and looked around to double-check that no one saw me. I’d never managed to find myself so free from the eyes of the guards. Not a one in sight. I opened the door slowly and crept inside. The moon shone through the window, giving the room sparse light and making me feel a little nervous.


    “Aspen?” I whispered into the darkness, feeling silly and scared all at once.


    “Just like old times, eh?” his voice called, though I couldn’t see him.


    “Where are you?” I squinted, trying to find his form. Then the shadow of the heavy drape by the window shifted in the moonlight, and Aspen appeared from behind it.


    “You startled me,” I complained jokingly.


    “Wouldn’t be the first time, won’t be the last.” I heard the smile in his voice.


    I walked over to him, knocking into every obstacle along the way it seemed.


    “Shhh!” he complained. “The entire palace is going to know we’re in here if you keep pushing things over.” But I could tell he was playing.


    “Sorry,” I said, laughing quietly. “Can’t we turn on a light?”


    “No. If someone sees it shining under the door, we might get caught. This corridor isn’t checked a lot, but I want to be smart.”


    “How did you even know about this room?” I reached out, making contact with Aspen’s arms at last. He pulled me in for a hug and then started walking me toward the back corner.


    “I’m a guard,” he said simply. “And I’m very good at what I do. I know the entire grounds of the palace, inside and out. Every last pathway, all the hiding spots, and even most of the secret rooms. I also happen to know the rotations of the guards, which areas are usually the least checked, and the points in the day when the guards are at their fewest. If you ever want to sneak around the palace, I’m the guy to do it with.”


    “Unbelievable,” I mumbled. We sat behind the broad back of a couch, the floor blanketed in a patch of moonlight. Finally I could make out Aspen’s face.


    I questioned him seriously. “Are you sure this is safe?” If he hesitated at all, I was planning to bolt that very second. For both our sakes.


    “Trust me, Mer. An extraordinary number of things would have to happen for someone to find us here. We’re safe.”


    I was still worried, but I needed to be comforted so badly, I went along.


    He wrapped an arm around me and pulled me in close. “How are you doing?”


    I sighed. “Okay, I guess. I’ve been sad a lot, and angry. Mostly I wish I could undo the last two days and get Marlee back. Carter, too, and I didn’t even know him.”


    “I did.” He sighed. “He’s a great guy. I heard he was telling Marlee he loved her the whole time and trying to help her get through it.”


    “He was,” I confirmed. “At least in the beginning anyway. I got hauled off before it was over.”


    Aspen kissed my head. “Yeah, I heard about that, too. I’m proud you went out with a fight. That’s my girl.”


    “My dad was proud, too. The queen said I shouldn’t act that way, but she was glad I did. It’s been confusing. Like it was almost a good idea but not really, and then it didn’t fix anything anyway.”


    Aspen held me closer. “It was good. It meant a lot to me.”


    “To you?”


    “Yeah,” he whispered, seeming reluctant to share. “Every once in a while I wonder if the Selection has changed you. You’ve been so taken care of, and everything is so fancy. I keep wondering if you’re the same America. That let me know that you are, that they haven’t gotten to you.”


    “Oh, they’re getting to me all right, but not like that. Mostly this place reminds me that I wasn’t born to do this.”


    I ducked my head into Aspen’s chest, the safe place where I’d always hidden when things were bad.


    “Listen, Mer, the thing about Maxon is that he’s an actor. He’s always putting on this perfect face, like he’s so above everything. But he’s just a person, and he’s as messed up as anyone is. I know you care about him or you wouldn’t have stayed here. But you have to know now that it’s not real.”


    I nodded. Maxon with his talk about putting on a calm face. Was that what he was always doing? Was he acting when he was with me? How was I supposed to be able to tell?


    Aspen continued. “It’s better you know now. What if you got married and then found out it was like this?”


    “I know. I’ve been thinking about that myself.” Maxon’s words on the dance floor played themselves on repeat in my head. He seemed so sure of our future, prepared to give me so much. I sincerely thought the only thing he wanted was for me to be happy. Couldn’t he see how unhappy I was now?


    “You’ve got a big heart, Mer. I know you can’t just get over things, but it’s okay to want to. That’s all.”


    “I feel so stupid,” I whispered, wanting to cry.


    “You’re not stupid.”


    “I am, too.”


    “Mer, do you think I’m smart?”


    “Of course.”


    “That’s because I am. And I’m way too smart to be in love with a stupid girl. So you can drop that right now.”


    I gave a tiny laugh and let Aspen hold on to me.


    “I feel like I’ve hurt you so much. I don’t understand how you can still possibly be in love with me,” I confessed.


    He shrugged. “It’s just the way it is. The sky is blue, the sun is bright, and Aspen endlessly loves America. It’s how the world was designed to be. Seriously, Mer, you’re the only girl I ever wanted. I couldn’t imagine being with anyone else. I’ve been trying to prepare myself for that, just in case, and … I can’t.”


    We sat there, holding each other for a moment. Every little tickle of Aspen’s fingers, the warmth of his breath in my hair felt like medicine for my heart.


    “We shouldn’t stay much longer,” he said. “I’m pretty confident in my abilities, but I don’t want to push it.”


    I sighed. It felt like we’d only just gotten here, but he was probably right. I moved to stand, and Aspen jumped up to help me. He pulled me in for one last hug.


    “I know it’s hard to believe, but I’m really sorry Maxon turned out to be such a bad guy. I wanted you back, but I didn’t want you to get hurt. Especially not like that.”


    “Thanks.”


    “I mean it.”


    “I know you do.” Aspen had his faults, but he didn’t have it in him to be a liar. “It’s not over though. Not if I’m still here.”


    “Yeah, but I know you. You’ll ride it out so your family gets money and you can see me, but he’d have to reverse time to fix this.”


    I let out a long breath. It felt like he might be right. Maxon’s hold on me was slipping away, shrugging off my skin like a coat.


    “Don’t worry, Mer. I’ll take care of you.”


    Aspen didn’t have any way to prove that at the moment, but I believed him. He’d do anything for the people he loved, and I knew without question that I was the person he loved the most.


    The next morning I let my mind wander to Aspen all through getting ready, breakfast, and my hours in the Women’s Room. I was blissfully detached until the slap of a pile of papers on the table in front of me jarred me back to the real world.


    I looked up to see Celeste, still sporting a puffy lip. She pointed to one of her gossip magazines opened to a two-page spread. It didn’t even take a full second for me to recognize Marlee’s face, even though it was twisted with pain from the caning.


    “Thought you should see this,” Celeste said before she walked away.


    I wasn’t exactly sure what she meant, but I was so eager to know anything about Marlee, I dived in.


    
      Of all our country’s great traditions, perhaps none is looked upon with such excitement as the Selection. Created specifically to bring joy to a saddened nation, it seems everyone still gets a little giddy watching the great love story of a prince and his future princess unfold. When Gregory Illéa took the throne more than eighty years ago and his elder son, Spencer, died suddenly, the entire country mourned the loss of such an enigmatic and promising young man. When his younger son, Damon, was set to inherit the throne, many wondered if he was ready even to train for the task at nineteen. But Damon knew he was prepared to step into adulthood and set out to prove it via the greatest commitment in life: marriage. Within months the Selection was born, and the spirits of the country were lifted by the possibility of an average girl becoming the first princess of Illéa.


      However, since then we have been forced to wonder at the effectiveness of the competition. While a romantic idea at heart, some say it’s unfair to force princes to marry women beneath them, though no one can deny the absolute poise and beauty of our current queen, Amberly Station Schreave. Some of us still remember the rumors of Abby Tamblin Illéa, who allegedly poisoned her husband, Prince Justin Illéa, only a few years into their marriage before agreeing to marry his cousin, Porter Schreave, thus keeping the royal line intact.


      While that rumor has never been confirmed, what we can say for sure is that the behavior of the women in the palace this time around is nothing short of scandalous. Marlee Tames, now an Eight, was caught with a guard undressing her in a closet Monday night after the Halloween Ball that was billed to be the highlight of the Selection programming. Its splendor was completely overshadowed by Miss Tames’s reckless behavior, sending the palace into a frenzy the very next morning.


      But beyond Miss Tames’s inexcusable actions, the girls remaining at the palace might not be crown-worthy either. An unnamed source tells us that some of the Elite are constantly bickering, rarely making the effort to perform the duties they’re required to. Everyone remembers Anna Farmer’s dismissal in early September after deliberately attacking the lovely Celeste Newsome, a model from Clermont. And our source confirms that that isn’t the only physical interaction to take place at the palace between the Elite, forcing this reporter to question the pool of girls chosen for Prince Maxon.


      When asked for a comment on these rumors, King Clarkson only said, “Some of the girls come from less-refined castes and aren’t used to the proper behavior expected at the palace. Clearly Miss Tames wasn’t prepared for life as a One. My wife has a particular indefinable quality about her and is one of the rare exceptions to the rule of lower castes. She has always sought to raise herself to a level befitting a queen, and it would be quite a challenge to find someone more suited for the throne than she. But for some of the lower castes remaining in the current Selection, it would be difficult to say we weren’t expecting this from them.”


      While Natalie Luca and Elise Whisks are both Fours, they have always been the height of refinement when presented to the public, particularly Lady Elise, who is quite sophisticated. We are forced to assume our king is referring to America Singer, the only Five who made it past day one of the Selection. Miss Singer has had an average run at the Selection. She’s pretty enough, but not quite what Illéa was expecting for its new princess. From time to time her interviews on the Capital Report are entertaining, but we need a new leader, not a comedienne.


      In further disturbing news, we have heard reports that Miss Singer attempted to release Miss Tames during her caning, which in this reporter’s eyes makes her an accessory to the treacherous activities in which Miss Tames was partaking by being unfaithful to our prince.


      With all of these reports (and with Miss Tames no longer in the top spot) one question remains: Who should be the new princess?


      A quick poll of readers has confirmed what we’ve suspected all along.


      We congratulate Miss Celeste Newsome and Miss Kriss Ambers for their neck-and-neck places on the top of our public poll. Elise Whisks takes the third spot, with Natalie Luca not too far behind. In a wide gap between fourth and fifth places, America Singer comes (unsurprisingly) in last.


      I think I speak for all of Illéa when I encourage Prince Maxon to take his time finding us a good princess. We narrowly avoided disaster by Miss Tames exposing her true nature before a crown was placed on her head. Whoever you love, Prince Maxon, make sure she’s worthy. We want to love her, too!

    

  


  
    CHAPTER 13


    I RAN FROM THE ROOM. Of course Celeste wasn’t doing me a favor. She was showing me my place. Why was I even bothering with this? The king was expecting me to fail, the public didn’t want me, and I was sure I couldn’t be a princess.


    I made my way upstairs quickly and quietly, trying not to draw attention to myself. There was no telling who that magazine’s unnamed source was.


    “My lady,” Anne said when I walked through the doorway. “I thought you’d be downstairs until lunch for sure.”


    “Could you leave, please?”


    “I’m sorry?”


    I huffed, trying not to lose my patience. “I need to be alone. Please?”


    Without a word, they curtsied and left me. I went to the piano. I would distract myself until I couldn’t think about this anymore. I played a handful of songs that I knew by heart, but that was too easy. I needed to really focus.


    I stood up and dug through the bench for something more challenging. I burrowed past pages of sheet music until the edge of a book peeked out at me. Illéa’s diary! I’d completely forgotten it was down here. This would be a great distraction. I carried the book over to the bed and opened it, taking in the ancient pages as they flipped through my hands.


    The diary opened to the page with the Halloween picture, the stiff photo acting as a natural bookmark, and I reread the entry.


    
      THE CHILDREN CELEBRATED HALLOWEEN THIS YEAR WITH A PARTY. I SUPPOSE IT’S ONE WAY TO FORGET WHAT’S GOING ON AROUND THEM, BUT TO ME IT ALL FEELS FRIVOLOUS. WE’RE ONE OF THE FEW FAMILIES REMAINING WHO HAS ENOUGH MONEY TO DO SOMETHING FESTIVE, BUT THIS CHILD’S PLAY SEEMS WASTEFUL.

    


    I looked at the picture again, wondering about the girl in particular. How old was she? What was her job? Did she like being Gregory Illéa’s daughter? Did it make her very popular?


    I turned the page and realized that it wasn’t a new entry but a continuation of the Halloween post.


    
      I GUESS I THOUGHT THAT AFTER CHINA INVADED WE’D SEE THE ERROR OF OUR WAYS. IT’S BEEN OBVIOUS TO ME, PARTICULARLY RECENTLY, JUST HOW LAZY WE’VE BECOME. REALLY, IT’S NO WONDER CHINA CAME IN SO EASILY, AND IT’S NO WONDER IT TOOK SO LONG FOR US TO GET IN A POSITION TO FIGHT BACK. WE’VE LOST THAT SPIRIT THAT DROVE PEOPLE ACROSS OCEANS AND THROUGH DEVASTATING WINTERS AND CIVIL WAR. WE GOT LAZY. AND WHILE WE WERE SITTING BACK, CHINA TOOK THE REINS.


      IN THE LAST FEW MONTHS IN PARTICULAR, I’VE FELT DRIVEN TO GIVE MORE THAN MONEY TO THE WAR EFFORTS. I WANT TO LEAD. I HAVE IDEAS, AND PERHAPS SINCE I’VE DONATED SO GENEROUSLY, NOW IS THE TIME TO OFFER THEM UP. WHAT WE NEED IS CHANGE. I CAN’T HELP BUT WONDER IF I MIGHT BE THE ONLY PERSON WHO CAN PROVIDE IT.

    


    I got chills. I couldn’t help but compare Maxon to his predecessor. Gregory seemed inspired. He was trying to take something broken and make it whole. I wondered what he’d say about the monarchy if he was here today.


    When Aspen slid my door open that night, I was nearly bursting at the seams to tell him what I’d read. But I remembered that I’d already mentioned to my dad that the diary existed, and even that was going past what I’d sworn to do.


    “How have you been?” he asked, kneeling by my bed.


    “All right, I suppose. Celeste showed me this article today.” I shook my head. “I’m not sure I want to get into it. I’m so tired of her.”


    “I guess with Marlee gone, he won’t be sending anyone home for a while, huh?”


    I shrugged. I knew the public had been looking forward to an elimination, and what happened with Marlee was more dramatic than anything anyone expected.


    “Hey,” he said, risking a touch in the light of the wide-open door. “It’s going to be all right.”


    “I know. I just miss her. And I’m confused.”


    “Confused about what?”


    “Everything. What I’m doing here, who I am. I thought I knew …. I don’t even know how to explain it right.” That seemed to be the problem lately. Every thought that passed through my head was sloppy. I couldn’t line up anything.


    “You know who you are, Mer. Don’t let them try to change you.” His voice was so sincere, and for a minute I did feel sure. Not because I had any answers, but because I had Aspen. If I ever lost sight of who I really was, I knew he’d be there to guide me back.


    “Aspen, can I ask you something?” He nodded. “This is kind of strange, but if being the princess didn’t mean I had to marry someone, if it was just a job someone could pick me for, do you think I could do it?”


    Aspen’s green eyes grew wide for a second, taking in the enormity of that question. To his credit, I could see him considering the possibility.


    “Sorry, Mer. I don’t. You don’t have it in you to be as calculating as they are.” There was an apology in his expression, but I wasn’t offended that he thought I couldn’t do it. I was a bit surprised at his reasoning though.


    “Calculating? How so?”


    He sighed. “I’m everywhere, Mer. I hear things. There’s a lot of turmoil down South, in the areas with a heavy concentration of lower castes. From what the older guards say, those people never particularly agreed with Gregory Illéa’s methods, and there’s been unrest down there for a long time. Rumor has it, that was part of why the queen was so attractive to the king. She came from the South, and it appeased them for a while. Not so much anymore it seems.”


    I thought again about bringing up the diary, but I didn’t. “That doesn’t explain what you meant by calculating.”


    He hesitated. “I was in one of the offices the other day, before all the Halloween stuff. They were mentioning rebel sympathizers in the South. I was told to see these letters to the postal wing safely. It was over three hundred letters, America. Three hundred families who were getting knocked down a caste for not reporting things or for helping someone the palace saw as a threat.”


    I sucked in a breath.


    “I know. Can you imagine? What if it was you, and all you knew how to do was play the piano? Suddenly you’re supposed to know how to do clerical work, how to find those jobs even? It’s a pretty clear message.”


    I nodded. “Do you … Does Maxon know?”


    “I think he has to. He’s not that far off from running the country himself.”


    In my heart, I didn’t want to believe that he’d agreed with this, but it seemed likely he was aware of what was going on. He was expected to fall in line.


    Could I do that?


    “Don’t tell anyone, okay? A slip like that could cost me my job,” Aspen warned.


    “Of course. It’s already forgotten.”


    Aspen smiled at me. “I miss being with you, away from all this. I miss our old problems.”


    I laughed. “I know what you mean. Sneaking out of my window was so much better than sneaking around a palace.”


    “And scrounging to find a penny for you was better than having nothing to give you at all.” He tapped on the glass jar by my bed, the one that used to hold hundreds of pennies that he’d given me for singing to him in the tree house back home, payment that he thought I deserved. “I had no idea you’d saved them all until the day before you left.”


    “Of course I did! When you were away, they were all I had to hold on to. Sometimes I used to pour them over my hand on the bed, just to scoop them up again. It was nice to have something you touched.” Our eyes met, and everything else felt distant for the moment. It was comforting finding myself in that bubble again, the place that Aspen and I had created for ourselves years ago. “What did you do with all of them?”


    I had been so mad at him when I left, I’d given them back. All except for the one that stuck to the bottom of the jar.


    He smiled. “They’re at home, waiting.”


    “For what?”


    His eyes glittered. “That, I cannot say.”


    I sighed through my smile. “Fine, keep your secrets. And don’t worry about not giving me anything. I’m just happy you’re here, that you and I can at least fix things, even if it’s not what it used to be.”


    But clearly, for Aspen, that wasn’t enough. He reached down to the bottom of his sleeve and tore off one of his golden buttons. “I literally have nothing else to give you, but you can hold on to this—something I’ve touched—and think of me anytime. And you can know that I’m thinking of you, too.”


    As silly as it seemed, I wanted to cry. It was unavoidable, the natural instinct to compare Aspen to Maxon. Even now, when thinking of choosing one or the other felt like something very distant, I measured them side by side.


    It seemed very easy for Maxon to give me things—to resurrect a holiday for my sake, to make sure I had the best of everything—because he had the entire world at his disposal. Here Aspen was, giving me precious stolen moments and the tiniest trinket to connect us to each other, and it felt like he’d given me so much more.


    I remembered suddenly that Aspen had always been this way. He sacrificed sleep for me, he risked getting caught out after curfew for me, he scrounged together pennies for me. Aspen’s generosity was harder to see because it wasn’t as grand as Maxon’s, but the heart behind what he gave was so much bigger.


    I sniffed back the lingering urge to cry. “I don’t know how to do this right now. I feel like I don’t know how to do anything. I … I haven’t forgotten you, okay? It’s still here.”


    I put my hand to my chest, partly to show Aspen what I meant and partly to soothe the strange longing there. He understood.


    “That’s enough for me.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 14


    I SURREPTITIOUSLY WATCHED MAXON THE next morning at breakfast. I wondered how much he knew about the people losing their castes in the South. Only once did he glance my way, but he didn’t seem to be looking at me so much as at something near me.


    Anytime I felt uncomfortable, I’d reach down and touch Aspen’s button, which I’d laced on a tiny ribbon and made into a bracelet. He would get me through my time here.


    Toward the end of the meal, the king stood and we all turned to him. “As there are so few of you now, I thought it would be nice for us to have tea tomorrow night before the Report. Since one of you will be our new daughter-in-law, the queen and I would like to make more opportunities to speak with you, learn your interests and such.”


    I felt a little nervous. Relating to the queen was one thing, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about the king. While the other girls watched him eagerly, I sipped my juice.


    “Please come an hour before the Report to the lounge on the first floor. If you’re not familiar, don’t worry. The doors will be open, and there will be some music playing. You’ll hear us before you see us,” he said with a chuckle. The others giggled lightly in return.


    Soon after, girls started making their way to the Women’s Room. I sighed. Sometimes that room, huge as it was, made me feel claustrophobic. I usually tried to interact with people or use the time to read. This would be a Celeste day. I was going to park myself in front of the television and zone out.


    It was easier said than done. The girls seemed particularly chatty today.


    “I wonder what the king wants to know about us,” Kriss gabbed.


    “We just have to remember everything Silvia taught us about poise,” Elise commented.


    “I hope my maids have a good dress for tomorrow night. I don’t want to have to go through what I did for Halloween. They’re so scatterbrained sometimes.” Celeste sounded put out.


    “I wish the king would grow a beard,” Natalie said wistfully. I peeked over my shoulder to see her stroking an imaginary beard on her own chin. “I think he’d look good.”


    “Yes, I can see that,” Kriss said graciously before moving on.


    I shook my head and tried to focus on the ridiculous show in front of me, but no matter how I tried, I couldn’t tune out the words of the other girls.


    By lunch I was a ball of nerves. What would he want to say to me—the girl from the lowest caste left in the competition? What would he want to discuss with the girl he expected so little from?


    King Clarkson was right. I heard the floating melody from the piano long before I found the lounge. The musician was good. Better than me, that was for sure.


    I hesitated before walking in. I decided to pause before I spoke, really think about my words. I realized I wanted to prove him wrong. I wanted to prove that reporter wrong, too. Even if I lost, I didn’t want to go home a loser. I was surprised by how much this suddenly meant to me.


    I stepped through the doorway, and the first thing I saw was Maxon standing along the back wall of the room talking to Gavril Fadaye. Gavril was sipping wine as opposed to tea, and he’d suddenly lost Maxon’s attention. I saw Maxon’s eyes rake over me, and I could have sworn his lips made the shape of a Wow.


    I turned my head and blushed, walking away. I took the risk of glancing at him again and saw that he was watching me move. It was hard to think rationally when he looked at me that way.


    King Clarkson was talking to Natalie in one corner, and Queen Amberly was with Celeste in another. Elise was sipping her tea, and Kriss was walking around the room. I watched as she passed Maxon and Gavril, giving Gavril a warm smile. She said something, which they both chuckled at, and kept walking, peeking over her shoulder at Maxon once as she did so.


    After that she made her way to me. “You’re late,” she jokingly scolded.


    “I was feeling a little nervous.”


    “Oh, it’s nothing to worry about. It was actually kind of fun.”


    “You’re already done?” If the king was finished speaking with at least two girls, I’d have less time to compose myself than I thought.


    “Yes. Sit with me. We can have some tea while you wait.”


    Kriss pulled me over to a table, and a maid approached us immediately, setting tea, milk, and sugar in front of us.


    “What did he ask you?” I pressed.


    “Actually, it was very conversational. I don’t think he’s trying to get any information exactly, more like he’s trying to get a feeling for our personalities. I made him laugh once!” she gushed. “It went really well. And you’re naturally funny, so if you just talk like you would to anyone else, you’ll be fine.”


    I nodded before picking up my tea. She made it sound all right. Maybe the king had to compartmentalize himself. When it came to dealing with threats to the country, he had to be decisive, cold. He had to act quickly and deliberately. This was just tea with a bunch of girls. There was no need for him to be that way with us.


    The queen had moved away from Celeste and was now speaking softly to Natalie. The look on Natalie’s face was adoring. For a while I’d been irritated by her dreamy disposition; but she was simple, and it was refreshing.


    I sipped my tea again. King Clarkson drifted over to Celeste, and she gave him a seductive smile. It was a little disturbing. Where were her boundaries?


    Kriss leaned over to touch my dress. “That fabric is amazing. With your hair, you look like a sunset.”


    “Thank you,” I said, blinking my eyes. The light had caught on her necklace, an explosion of silver on her throat, and it blinded me for a moment. “My maids are very talented.”


    “Absolutely. I like mine, but if I become princess, I’m stealing yours!”


    She laughed, maybe meaning her words as a joke, maybe not. Either way, something about my maids hemming her clothes bothered me. I forced a smile though.


    “What’s so funny?” Maxon asked, walking over.


    “Just girl talk,” Kriss said flirtatiously. She was really on tonight. “I was trying to calm America. She’s nervous about speaking to your father.”


    Thank you for that, Kriss.


    “You don’t have a thing to worry about. Be natural. You already look fantastic.” Maxon gave me an easy smile. He was clearly trying to open up our lines of communication again.


    “That’s what I said!” Kriss exclaimed. They shared a quick look, and there was this feeling of them being on a team. It was strange.


    “Well, I’ll leave you to your girl talk. Good-bye for now.” Maxon gave us both a short bow and went over to join his mother.


    Kriss sighed and watched Maxon go. “He’s really something.” She gave me a quick smile and went to talk to Gavril.


    I watched the elaborate dance of the room, couples coming together to speak, separating to find new partners. I was even happy to have Elise join me in my corner, though she didn’t say much.


    “Oh, ladies, the time has gotten away from us,” the king called. “We need to make our way downstairs.”


    I looked up at the clock, and he was right. We had about ten minutes to get down to the set and prepare ourselves.


    It didn’t seem to matter how I felt about being a princess, or how I felt about Maxon, or how I felt about anything. The king clearly thought I was so unlikely a candidate that he didn’t even want to bother speaking with me. I was excluded, perhaps on purpose, and no one even noticed.


    I held it together through the Report. I even made it through dismissing my maids. But once I was alone, I broke down.


    I wasn’t sure how I’d explain myself when Maxon came knocking, but that ended up not mattering. He never showed. And I couldn’t help but wonder whose company he was enjoying instead.

  


  
    CHAPTER 15


    MY MAIDS WERE GIFTS. THEY didn’t ask about the puffy eyes or the tear-stained pillows. They merely helped me pull myself together. I allowed myself to be pampered, grateful for the attention. They were wonderful to me. Would they be this nice to Kriss if she managed to win and took them away?


    I watched them as I debated, and I was surprised to notice a tension among them. Mary seemed mostly fine, maybe a little worried. But Anne and Lucy looked like they were deliberately avoiding eye contact with each other and not speaking unless they absolutely had to.


    I couldn’t begin to guess at what was happening, and I didn’t know if it was my place to ask. They never intruded on my sadness or anger. I supposed it was only right that I do the same for them.


    I tried not to let the silence bother me as they did my hair and dressed me for a long day in the Women’s Room. I ached to put on one of the luxurious pants that Maxon had given me for Saturday use, but this seemed like a bad time for that. If I was heading down, I wanted to be a lady about it. Points to me for effort.


    As I settled in for another day of tea and books, the others chatted about the night before. Well, all of them except for Celeste, who had more gossip magazines waiting to be read. I wondered if the one in her hands said anything about me.


    I was debating trying to take it when Silvia came in with a thick pile of paper in her arms. Great. More work.


    “Good morning, ladies!” Silvia crooned. “I know you usually wait for guests on Saturdays, but today the queen and I have a special assignment for you.”


    “Yes,” the queen said, walking over to us. “I know this is short notice, but we have visitors coming next week. They will be touring the country and stopping by the palace to meet all of you.”


    “As you know, the queen is usually in charge of receiving such important guests. You all saw how she graciously hosted our friends from Swendway.” Silvia gestured over to Queen Amberly, who smiled demurely.


    “However, the visitors we have coming from the German Federation and Italy are even more important than the Swendish royal family. And we thought this visit would be an excellent exercise for you all, especially since we’ve been so focused on diplomacy lately. You will work in teams to prepare a reception for your respective guests, including a meal, entertainment, and gifts,” Silvia explained.


    I gulped as she continued.


    “It is very important for us to maintain the relationships we have as well as to forge new ones with other countries. We have outlines of proper etiquette for interacting with these guests, as well as guides for what’s typically frowned on when hosting events for them. However, the actual execution is in your hands.”


    “We wanted to make it as fair as possible,” the queen said. “I think we’ve done a good job of putting you all on the same field. Celeste, Natalie, and Elise, you will be organizing one reception. Kriss and America, you will take care of the other. And since you have one less person, you will have one more day. Our visitors from the German Federation will be coming on Wednesday, and we’ll be receiving guests from Italy on Thursday.”


    There was a short moment of silence as we took that in.


    “You mean we have four days?” Celeste screeched.


    “Yes,” Silvia said. “But a queen has to do this work alone and sometimes on far less notice.”


    The panic was palpable.


    “Can we have our papers, please?” Kriss asked, holding out her hand. Instinctively, I put mine out as well. Within seconds we were devouring the pages.


    “This is going to be tough,” Kriss said. “Even with the extra day.”


    “Don’t worry,” I assured her. “We’re going to win.”


    She laughed nervously. “How can you be so sure?”


    “Because,” I said decisively, “there’s no way I’m letting Celeste do better than me.”


    It took two hours to read through the packet and one more to digest everything it said. There were so many different things to consider, so many details to plan. Silvia claimed she would be at our disposal, but I had a feeling asking for help would make her think we couldn’t do a good enough job on our own, so that was out.


    The setup was going to be challenging. We weren’t allowed to use red flowers because they were associated with secrecy. We weren’t allowed to use yellow flowers because they were associated with jealousy. And we weren’t allowed to use purple anything because that color was associated with bad luck.


    The wine, food, everything had to be opulent. Luxury wasn’t seen as showing off; it was meant to make a statement about the palace. If it wasn’t good enough, our guests might leave unimpressed and completely unwilling to meet with us again. On top of all that, the regular things we were supposed to have learned—speaking clearly, proper table manners, and the like—had to be adapted to a culture of which neither Kriss nor I had any knowledge besides what was printed in our packets.


    It was incredibly intimidating.


    Kriss and I spent the day taking notes and brainstorming while the others did the same thing at a nearby table. As the afternoon wore on, our groups started complaining back and forth about who had the worse situation, and after a while it was actually kind of funny.


    “You two at least get another day to work,” Elise said.


    “But Illéa and the German Federation are already allies. The Italians might hate everything we do!” Kriss worried.


    “Do you know we’re supposed to wear dark colors for ours?” Celeste complained. “It’s going to be a very … rigid event.”


    “We probably don’t want it to be floppy anyway,” Natalie said, doing a little shimmy. She laughed at her own joke, and I smiled before moving on.


    “Well, ours is supposed to be superfestive. And you all have to wear your best jewelry,” I instructed. “You need to make a great first impression, and appearances are very important.”


    “Thank goodness I’ll get to look good at one of these stupid things.” Celeste sighed, shaking her head.


    In the end, it was clear we were all struggling. After everything that had happened with Marlee and then being somewhat dismissed by the king, I felt strangely comforted to know we were miserable together. But it would be a lie to say that paranoia didn’t take over before the end of the day. I was convinced that one of the other girls—Celeste in particular—might try to sabotage our reception.


    “How loyal are your maids?” I asked Kriss at dinner.


    “Very. Why?”


    “I wonder whether we should store some things in our rooms instead of in the parlor. You know, so the other girls don’t try to take our ideas.” It was only a tiny lie.


    She nodded. “That’s a good idea. Especially since we go second, and it would look like we copied them.”


    “Exactly.”


    “You’re so smart, America. It’s no wonder Maxon liked you so much.” And she went back to eating.


    I didn’t miss her casual use of the past tense. Maybe while I’d been worrying about being good enough to be a princess and feeling completely unsure I wanted to be one at the same time, Maxon was forgetting all about me.


    I convinced myself that she was just trying to make herself feel more confident about her standing with Maxon. Besides, it had only been a few days since Marlee was caned. How much could she possibly know?


    The piercing scream of a siren jerked me from my sleep. The sound was so foreign, I couldn’t even begin to process what it was. All I knew was that my heart was pounding in my chest from the sudden rush of adrenaline.


    Before a second had passed, the door to my room flew open and a guard ran in.


    “Damn it, damn it, damn it,” he repeated.


    “Huh?” I said groggily as he raced over to me.


    “Get up, Mer!” he urged, and I did as he said. “Where are your damn shoes?”


    Shoes. So I was going somewhere. Only then did the sound make sense to me. Maxon had told me once before that there was an alarm for when the rebels came, but it had been thoroughly dismantled in a recent attack. It finally must have been repaired.


    “Here,” I said, finding and slipping my feet into them. “I need my robe.” I pointed to the end of the bed, and Aspen grabbed it, trying to open it for me. “Don’t bother, I’ll carry it.”


    “You need to hurry,” he said. “I don’t know how close they are.”


    I nodded, heading for the door, Aspen’s hand on my back. Before I hit the hallway, he jerked me toward him. I found myself in a deep, rough kiss. Aspen’s hand was behind my head, holding my lips to his for one long moment. Then, as if he forgot the danger, his other hand pulled my waist to his, and the kiss deepened. It had been a long time since he’d kissed me this way—between my fickle heart and the fear of being caught, there was no reason to. But I could feel an urgency tonight. Something might go wrong, and this could be our last kiss.


    He wanted to make it count.


    We stepped apart, barely taking a second to look at each other one more time. He put his hand around my arm and pushed me out the door. “Go. Now.”


    I dashed for the secret passage hidden at the end of the hall. Before I pushed the wall, I looked behind me and caught sight of Aspen’s back as he ran around the corner.


    There was nothing I could do but run myself, so I did. As quickly as I could manage, I made my way down the steep, dark stairs to the safe room reserved for the royal family.


    Maxon had told me once that there were two kinds of rebels: Northern and Southern. The Northern ones were pesky, but the Southern ones were deadly. I hoped whatever I was running from was more interested in disturbing us than in killing.


    As I descended the stairs, the cold set in. I wanted to throw on my robe, but I worried I might trip. I felt steadier as the light of the safe room came into view. I leaped from the last step, and I could see a figure standing out among the shapes of the guards. Maxon. Though it was late, he was still in his suit pants and his shirt, slightly rumpled but presentable.


    “Am I the last?” I asked, pulling on my robe as I approached.


    “No,” he answered. “Kriss is still out there. So is Elise.”


    I looked behind me at the darkened corridor that seemed to go on forever. In either direction, I could make out the skeletons of three or four stairways stemming from their secret origins in the palace above. They were empty.


    If anything Maxon had told me was true, his feelings for Kriss and Elise were limited. But there was no mistaking the concern for them in his eyes. He rubbed his temple and craned his neck, as if that would really help in the dark. We looked past each other, watching the stairs as guards milled around the door, clearly anxious to close it.


    Suddenly he sighed and put his hands on his hips. Then, with no warning at all, he embraced me. I couldn’t help but clutch him to my chest.


    “I know you’re still probably upset, and that’s fine. But I’m happy you’re safe.”


    Maxon hadn’t touched me since Halloween. It hadn’t even been a week, but for some reason, it felt like an eternity. Maybe because so much had happened that night, and even more had happened since.


    “I’m glad you’re safe, too.”


    He held me tighter. Suddenly he gasped. “Elise.”


    I turned to see her thin figure coming down the stairs. Where was Kriss?


    “You should go inside,” Maxon gently urged. “Silvia is waiting.”


    “We’ll talk soon.”


    He gave me a small, hopeful smile and nodded. I headed into the room, with Elise following right behind. As she walked in, I saw she was crying. I put an arm around her shoulder, and she did the same to me, happy to have the company.


    “Where were you?” I asked.


    “I think my maid is sick. She was a little slow to help me. And then I was so frightened by the alarm, I got confused for a moment and couldn’t remember where to go. I pushed on four different walls before I found the right one.” Elise shook her head at her forgetfulness.


    “Don’t worry,” I said, hugging her. “You’re safe now.”


    She nodded her head to herself, trying to slow her breathing. Of the five of us, she was easily the most delicate.


    As we went deeper, I saw the king and queen sitting close together, both of them in robes and slippers. The king had a small stack of papers on his lap, as if he was going to use the time down here to work. The queen had a maid massaging one of her hands, and they both wore serious expressions.


    “What, no company this time?” Silvia joked, drawing our attention to her.


    “They weren’t with me,” I said, suddenly worried about the safety of my maids.


    She smiled gently. “I’m sure they’re fine. This way.”


    We followed her to a row of cots set up against an uneven wall. The last time I was in this place, it was clear that the people who maintained the room weren’t prepared for the chaos of all the Selected girls down here. They’d made progress since then, but it wasn’t completely up-to-date. There were six beds.


    Celeste was curled up on the one closest to the king and queen, though we were still quite a ways from them. Natalie had settled in next to her and was braiding thin pieces of her own hair.


    “I expect you to sleep. You all have a serious week ahead of you, and I can’t have you planning if you’re deliriously tired.” Silvia went away, probably to look for Kriss.


    Elise and I both sighed. I couldn’t believe they were going to make us go through with the whole reception thing. Wasn’t this stressful enough? We let go of each other and made our way to neighboring cots. Elise was quick to tuck herself into the blankets, obviously worn out.


    “Elise?” I said quietly. She peeked up at me. “If you need anything, let me know, okay?”


    She smiled. “Thank you.”


    “Sure thing.”


    She rolled back over, and it looked like she was asleep within seconds. I knew it was true when she didn’t turn over at the bustle of noise coming from the door. I glanced back and saw Maxon carrying Kriss into the safe room, with Silvia close by. Immediately after she was through, the door was sealed shut.


    “I tripped,” she explained to Silvia, who was fretting over her. “I don’t think I broke my ankle, but it really hurts.”


    “There are bandages in the back. We can at least wrap it,” Maxon instructed. Silvia walked away quickly, passing us as she went hunting for bandages.


    “Sleep! Now!” she ordered.


    I sighed, and I wasn’t the only one. Natalie took it in stride, but Celeste seemed very irritated. I checked myself then. If my behavior was anything like hers, it needed to change. Though I didn’t want to, I crawled into my cot and faced the wall.


    I tried not to think about Aspen fighting upstairs, or my maids maybe not making it to their hiding place fast enough. I tried not to worry about the upcoming week, or the possibility of the rebels being Southern and trying to slaughter people above us as we rested.


    But I did think about all of that. And it was so exhausting, I eventually found sleep on my cold, hard cot.


    I didn’t know what time it was when I woke up, but it must have been hours since we’d come to the safe room. I rolled over, looking at Elise. She was sleeping peacefully. The king was reading his papers, whipping them through his hands so quickly, he appeared to be mad at them. The queen’s head rested on the back of her chair. She looked even more beautiful when she slept.


    Natalie was still asleep, or at least she looked that way. But Celeste was awake, propped up on one arm and looking across the room. Her eyes held a fire that she usually reserved for me. I followed her gaze over to the opposite wall, where she was watching Kriss and Maxon.


    They sat side by side, his arm wrapped around her shoulder. Kriss had her legs curled to her chest, looking as if she was trying to keep warm, even though she was wearing a robe. Her left ankle was wrapped in gauze and didn’t appear to be bothering her at the moment. They spoke quietly with smiles on their faces.


    I didn’t want to watch, so I rolled back over.


    By the time Silvia tapped me on my shoulder to wake me, Maxon was already gone. So was Kriss.

  


  
    CHAPTER 16


    AS I EMERGED FROM THE stairwell that had ushered me to safety the night before, it was all too apparent that the Southerners had been here. In the short hallway that led to my room, there was a pile of debris that I had to climb over to get to my door.


    Typically, the worst of the mess was gone by the time we were released from the safe room. This time, however, it looked like there had been too much for the staff to get to, and we would have been down there all day. Still, I wished they’d tried a little harder. I spied a group of maids working to scrub away giant letters on a far wall.


    WE’RE COMING


    The line was repeated down the hall, sometimes written in mud, other times in paint; and one appeared to be done in blood. Chills ran through me, and I wondered what that meant.


    As I stood there, my maids dashed up to me. “Miss, are you all right?” Anne asked.


    I was startled by their sudden appearance. “Um, yes. Fine.” I looked back to the words on the wall.


    “Come away, miss. We’ll get you ready,” Mary insisted.


    I followed obediently, slightly stunned from everything I saw and too confused to do anything else. They worked deliberately, the way they did when they tried to soothe me with the routine of getting dressed. Something about their steady hands—even Lucy’s—was calming.


    By the time I was ready, a maid came to escort me outside, where we would apparently be working this morning. The smashed glass and chilling graffiti were easy to forget about in the Angeles sun. Even Maxon and the king were standing at a table with advisers, reviewing piles of documents and making decisions.


    Under a tent, the queen read over papers, pointing out details to a nearby maid. Near her, Elise, Celeste, and Natalie sat at a table discussing plans for their reception. They were so engrossed, it looked like they’d completely forgotten the rough night.


    Kriss and I sat on the opposite side of the lawn, under a similar tent, but our work was going slowly. I was having a hard time talking to her as I fought to get the image of her sharing a moment with Maxon out of my head. I watched as she underlined sections in the papers Silvia gave us and scribbled notes in the margin.


    “I think I might have figured out how to do our flowers,” she commented without looking up.


    “Oh. Good.”


    I let my eyes wander over to Maxon. He was trying to look busier than he was. Anyone really watching could see how the king pretended not to hear his comments. I didn’t understand that. If the king was worried about Maxon being a good leader, the thing to do was to truly instruct him, not keep him from doing anything because he worried his son would make a mistake.


    Maxon shuffled some papers and looked up. He caught my eye and waved. As I went to raise my hand, I saw Kriss enthusiastically wave back from the corner of my eye. I focused on the papers again, fighting a blush.


    “Isn’t he handsome?” Kriss asked.


    “Sure.”


    “I keep imagining how children would look with his hair and my eyes.”


    “How’s your ankle?”


    “Oh,” she said with a sigh. “It hurts a little, but Doctor Ashlar says I’ll be fine by the reception.”


    “That’s good,” I said, finally looking up at her. “Wouldn’t want you hobbling around when the Italians come.” I was trying to sound friendly, but I could tell she was questioning my tone.


    She opened her mouth to speak but then quickly looked away. I followed her gaze and saw that Maxon was heading over to the refreshment table the butlers had set up for us.


    “I’ll be right back,” she said quickly, and limped toward Maxon faster than I would have thought possible.


    I couldn’t help but watch. Celeste had walked over, too, and they were all talking quietly as they poured water or grabbed finger sandwiches. Celeste said something, and Maxon laughed. It looked like Kriss was smiling, but she was clearly too bothered by Celeste interrupting her time to be genuinely amused.


    I was almost grateful for Celeste at that moment. She might have been a hundred things that irritated me, but she was also impossible to intimidate. I could use some of that.


    The king bellowed something to one of his advisers, and my head snapped in his direction. I missed exactly what he’d said, but he sounded irritated. Over his shoulder, I caught a glimpse of Aspen, walking his rounds.


    He looked my way briefly, risking a fast wink. I knew that was meant to ease my worries, and it did a little. Still, I couldn’t help but wonder what he went through last night that led to the slight limp in his step and the bandaged gash by his eye.


    As I was debating whether there was a way to inconspicuously ask him to come see me tonight, a call rang out from just inside the palace doors.


    “Rebels!” a guard yelled. “Run!”


    “What?” another guard called back, confused.


    “Rebels! Inside the palace! They’re coming!”


    The guard’s words made the threat on the walls this morning flash through my mind: WE’RE COMING.


    Things started moving very quickly. The maids ushered the queen toward the far side of the palace, some pulling her hands to make her move faster while others dutifully raced behind her, blocking her from an attack.


    Celeste’s red dress blazed as she followed the queen, rightly assuming that was probably the safest way to go. Maxon scooped up Kriss and her injured foot, turning to place her in the arms of the nearest guard, who happened to be Aspen.


    “Run!” he screamed at Aspen. “Run!”


    Aspen, faithful to a fault, bolted, carrying Kriss like she weighed nothing at all.


    “Maxon, no!” she cried over Aspen’s shoulder.


    I heard a loud pop from inside the opened doors to the palace and screamed. As several of the guards reached under their dark uniforms and pulled out guns, I understood what that sound was. Two more pops came, and I found myself frozen, watching the flurry of bodies move around me. The guards pushed people to the sides of the palace, urging them to move out of the way as a swarm of people in rugged pants and sturdy jackets raced outside, running with backpacks or satchels packed to the brim. Another shot came.


    Finally realizing that I needed to move, I turned and ran without thinking.


    With the rebels flooding out of the palace, the logical thing to do seemed to be to run away from them. But that put me heading toward the great forest with a pack of vicious people chasing me. I ran and slipped a few times in the flats I was wearing, and I considered taking them off. In the end, I decided slippery shoes were better than none.


    “America,” Maxon called. “No! Come back!”


    I risked peeking back and saw the king grabbing Maxon by the neck of his suit jacket, pulling him away. I could see the terror in Maxon’s eyes as he stared after me. Another shot was fired.


    “Stand down!” Maxon shrieked. “You’ll hit her! Cease fire!”


    There were some more shots, and Maxon continued to scream his orders until I was too far away to make them out. I ran through the open field and realized then that I was alone in this. Maxon was being held back by his father, and Aspen was doing his duty. Any guard coming for me would be behind the rebels. All I could do was run for my life.


    Fear made me fast, and I was surprised by how well I avoided the undergrowth once I hit the woods. The ground was dry, parched from months with no rain, and it was solid. I vaguely felt my legs getting scratched, but I didn’t slow down to see how bad it was.


    I was sweating, and my dress was sticking to my chest as I moved. It was cooler in the woods, and steadily getting darker, but I was hot. At home I sometimes ran for fun, to play with Gerad or just to feel the ache of exertion. But I’d been sitting in the palace for months, eating real food for the first time, and I could feel it now. My lungs burned, and my legs were throbbing. Still, I ran.


    After I got far enough in the woods, I looked over my shoulder to check how close the rebels were. I couldn’t hear them with the blood pounding in my ears, and when I checked, I couldn’t see them either. I decided this was my best chance to hide, before they caught sight of the bright dress in the dim woods.


    I didn’t stop until I saw a tree that looked wide enough to conceal me. Once I was behind it, I noticed that there was a branch low enough to grab and climb, too. I took off my shoes, tossing them away, hoping they wouldn’t lead the rebels right to me. I climbed, though not very high, and turned my back to the tree, making myself as small as I could.


    I focused hard on slowing my breath, fearing the sound would give me away. But even after I did that, for a moment it was quiet. I figured I’d lost them. I didn’t move, waiting to be sure. Seconds later, I heard a loud rustling.


    “We should have come at night,” someone—a girl—huffed. I flattened myself against the tree, praying nothing would snap.


    “They wouldn’t have been outside at night,” a man replied.


    They were still running, or trying to, and it sounded like they were having a rough go of it.


    “Let me carry some,” he offered. It sounded like they were getting very close.


    “I can do it.”


    I held my breath and watched as they passed right under my tree. Just when I thought I might be safe, the girl’s bag ripped, and a pile of books fell to the forest floor. What was she doing with so many books?


    “Damn it,” she cursed, getting down on her knees. She was wearing a denim jacket with some kind of flower embroidered on it over and over again. She had to be burning in that.


    “Told you to let me help.”


    “Shut up!” The girl pushed at the boy’s legs. In that playful gesture, I could see how much affection there was between them.


    In the distance, someone whistled.


    “Is that Jeremy?” she asked.


    “Sounds like him.” He bent and picked up a few books.


    “Go get him. I’ll be right behind you.”


    He looked unsure but agreed, kissing her forehead before jogging off.


    The girl gathered the rest of her books, using a knife to cut the strap off her bag and bind them together.


    I felt a sense of relief as she rose, assuming she would start moving. But she flipped her hair back out of her face, raising her eyes to the sky.


    And she saw me.


    No amount of quiet or stillness would help me now. If I screamed, would the guards come? Or were the rest of the rebels too close for that to matter?


    We stared at each other. I waited for her to call the others, hoping that whatever they had planned for me wasn’t too painful.


    But she didn’t make a sound except to let out a single quiet laugh, amused at our situation.


    Another whistle sounded, slightly different from the last, and we both glanced in the direction it came from before looking at each other again.


    And then, in the least expected of all possible gestures, she swung one leg behind the other, lowering herself in a graceful curtsy. I looked on, completely stunned. She rose, smiling, and ran off toward the whistle. I watched her back as a hundred tiny sewn flowers disappeared into the brush.


    When it felt like more than an hour had passed, I decided I could get down. I stood at the foot of the tree, realizing I didn’t know where my shoes were. I walked around the base of the trunk, trying to locate the little white slippers to no avail. Giving up, I decided I should make my way back to the palace.


    Looking around, it became clear that that wasn’t going to happen. I was lost.

  


  
    CHAPTER 17


    I SAT AT THE BASE of the tree, legs folded up to my chest, waiting. Mom always said that was what we were supposed to do when we were lost. It gave me time to think about what had happened.


    How was it possible that rebels had gotten into the palace two days in a row? Two days in a row! Had things gotten so much worse on the outside since the Selection had begun? Based on what I’d seen back in Carolina and had experienced at the palace, this was unprecedented.


    My legs had a bunch of scratches on them, and now that I wasn’t hiding, I could finally feel the sting. There was also a small bruise halfway up my thigh that I wasn’t sure how I’d acquired. I was thirsty; and as I settled down, I felt worn-out from the emotional, mental, and physical strain of the day. I let my head rest against the tree, closing my eyes. I didn’t intend to fall asleep. But I did.


    Sometime later, I heard the distinct sound of footsteps. My eyes flashed open, and the forest was darker than I remembered. How long had I been asleep?


    My first instinct was to climb back up the tree, and I ran around to the other side, stepping on the torn remnants of the rebel girl’s bag. But then I heard people calling my name.


    “Lady America!” someone said. “Where are you?”


    “Lady America?” another voice called. Then, after a while, in a loud voice, a command came. “Be sure to look everywhere. If they’ve killed her, they might have hung her or tried to bury her. Pay attention.”


    “Yes, sir,” men chorused back.


    I peeked around the tree, focusing on the sound. I squinted, trying to make out the figures moving through the shadows, unsure they could really be here to save me. But one guard, his slight limp not slowing him at all, made me finally sure that I was safe.


    A small patch of fading sunlight fell across Aspen’s face, and I ran. “I’m here!” I yelled. “I’m over here!”


    I ran straight into Aspen’s arms, for once not caring about who saw. “Thank goodness,” he breathed into my hair. Then, turning toward the other figures, “I’ve got her! She’s alive!”


    Aspen bent down and picked me up, cradling me. “I was terrified we were going to find your body somewhere. Are you hurt?”


    “My legs a little.”


    A second later, several guards were surrounding us, congratulating Aspen on a job well done.


    “Lady America,” the one in charge said, “are you injured at all?”


    I shook my head. “Just some scratches on my legs.”


    “Did they try to hurt you?”


    “No. They never caught up to me.”


    He looked a bit shocked. “None of the other girls could have outrun them, I don’t think.”


    I smiled, finally at ease. “None of the other girls is a Five.”


    Several of the guards chuckled, Aspen included.


    “Good point. Let’s get you back.” He went in front of us and called out to the other guards, “Be on the lookout. They could still be lingering in the area.”


    As we moved, Aspen talked to me quietly. “I know you’re fast and smart, but I was terrified.”


    “I lied to the officer,” I whispered.


    “What do you mean?”


    “They did catch up with me, eventually.”


    Aspen looked at me in horror.


    “They didn’t do anything, but this one girl saw me. She curtsied and ran off.”


    “Curtsied?”


    “I was surprised, too. She didn’t look angry or threatening at all. In fact, she just looked like a normal girl.”


    I thought over Maxon’s comparison of the two rebel groups and knew this girl must be a Northerner. There was absolutely no aggression in her, only a drive to do her task. And there was no doubt that the attack last night was from the Southern rebels. Did that mean something, that the attacks weren’t only back-to-back, but by different groups? Were the Northerners watching us, waiting for us to be this drained? Thinking about them spying on the palace so intently was a little frightening.


    At the same time, the attack was almost funny. Did they simply walk in the front doors? How many hours were they in the palace collecting their treasures? Which reminded me.


    “She had books, lots of them,” I said.


    Aspen nodded. “That seems to happen a lot. No clue what they’re doing with them. My guess is kindling. I think it’s cold where they stay.”


    “Hmm,” I replied, not really answering. If I needed kindling, I could think of much easier places to get it than the palace. And the way the girl was so desperate to gather up the books made me sure it was something more than that.


    It took nearly an hour of slow, steady trekking to get back to the palace. Even though he was injured, Aspen never let his hold on me slip. In fact, he looked to be enjoying the walk despite the extra labor. I liked it, too.


    “The next few days might be busy for me, but I’ll try to come see you soon,” Aspen whispered as we crossed the wide, grassy lawn leading up to the palace.


    “Okay,” I answered quietly.


    He smiled a little as he looked forward, and I joined him, taking in the view. The palace was glittering in the evening sun, with windows lit up on every story. I’d never seen it like this. It was beautiful.


    For some reason I thought Maxon would be there, waiting by the back doors for me. He wasn’t. No one was. Aspen was instructed to take me to the hospital wing so Dr. Ashlar could tend to my legs while another guard went off to tell the royal family I’d been found alive.


    My homecoming was a nonevent. I was alone in a hospital bed with bandaged legs, and that was how I stayed until I fell asleep.


    I heard someone sneeze.


    I opened my eyes, confused for a second before remembering where I was. I blinked, looking around the room.


    “I didn’t mean to wake you,” Maxon said in hushed tones. “You should go back to sleep.” He was propped up in a chair by my bed, so close he could rest his head by my elbow if he wanted to.


    “What time is it?” I rubbed my eyes.


    “Almost two.”


    “In the morning?”


    Maxon nodded. He watched me carefully, and I was suddenly very worried about how I looked. I had washed my face and pulled my hair up when I came back, but I was pretty sure I had a pillow imprinted on my cheek.


    “Don’t you ever sleep?” I asked.


    “I do. I’m just on edge a lot.”


    “Occupational hazard?” I sat up a bit more.


    He gave me a thin smile. “Something like that.”


    There was a long pause as we sat there, unsure of what to say next.


    “I thought of something today, when I was in the woods,” I said casually.


    He smiled a bit more at how easily I brushed off the incident. “Oh, really?”


    “It was about you.”


    He inched closer, his brown eyes focused on mine. “Do tell.”


    “Well,” I started, “I was thinking about how you were last night when Elise and Kriss weren’t in the hall, how worried you were. And then today I saw you try to run after me when the rebels came.”


    “I tried. I’m so sorry.” He shook his head, ashamed that he hadn’t done more.


    “I’m not upset,” I explained. “That’s the thing. When I was out there alone, I thought about how worried you probably were, how worried you are about the others. And I can’t pretend to know how you feel about all of us, but I know that you and I aren’t exactly a highlight right now.”


    He chuckled. “We’ve seen better days.”


    “But you still ran after me. You handed Kriss off to a guard because she couldn’t run. You’re trying to keep us all safe. So why would you ever hurt one of us?”


    He sat silently, not sure where I was going.


    “I understand now. If you’re that concerned with our safety, you couldn’t have wanted to do that to Marlee. I’m sure you would have stopped it if you could.”


    He sighed. “In a heartbeat.”


    “I know.”


    Tentatively, Maxon reached across the bed for my hand. I let him take it. “Do you remember how I said I had something I wanted to show you?”


    “Yes.”


    “Don’t forget, okay? It’s coming. This position requires a lot of things, and they aren’t always pleasant. But sometimes … sometimes you can do great things.”


    I didn’t understand what he meant, but I nodded.


    “I suppose it will have to wait until you’re done with this project though. You’re a bit behind.”


    “Ugh!” I pulled my hand from Maxon’s to cover my eyes. I’d completely forgotten about the reception. I looked back at him. “Are they still going to make us do that? There’ve been two rebel attacks, and I spent the majority of my day lost in the woods. We’re going to mess it up.”


    Maxon’s face was sympathetic. “You’ll have to push through.”


    I let my head flop back on the pillow. “It’s going to be a disaster.”


    He chuckled. “Don’t worry. Even if you don’t do as well as the others, I don’t have it in me to kick you out.”


    Something in that sounded funny. I sat back up. “Are you saying that if the others do worse, one of them could be kicked out?”


    Maxon hesitated a moment, clearly unsure how to respond.


    “Maxon?”


    He sighed. “I have about two weeks before they expect another cut. This is supposed to be a big part of it. You and Kriss have the harder setup. A new relationship, fewer people to do the work; and while the culture is very celebratory, the Italians are easy to offend. Add to that the fact that you’ve hardly been able to do any work at all …”


    I wondered if the blood was visibly draining from my face.


    “I’m not supposed to help, but if you need something, please say so. I can’t send either of you home.”


    When we’d had our first fight, a stupid spat over Celeste, I thought a piece of me shattered for Maxon. And then when Marlee left so abruptly, I thought it did again. I was sure that every time something blocked my way, bits of my heart were crumbling to nothing. But I was wrong.


    There, lying in the hospital wing, my heart broke for the first time over Maxon Schreave. And the ache was unthinkable. Up until then I could convince myself that I’d imagined everything I’d seen between him and Kriss, but now I knew for sure.


    He liked her. Maybe as much as he liked me.


    I nodded at his offer for help, unable to say anything else.


    I told myself to tug my heart back, that he couldn’t have it. Maxon and I started all this as friends, and maybe that’s all we were meant to be: close friends. But I was crushed.


    “I should go,” he said. “You need sleep. You had a very long day.”


    I rolled my eyes. That wasn’t the half of it.


    Maxon stood and straightened his suit. “I wanted to say so much more to you. I really thought I’d lost you today.”


    I shrugged. “I’m fine. Really.”


    “I can see that now, but there were several hours today when I was forced to brace myself for the worst.” He paused, measuring his words. “Usually, of all the girls, you’re the easiest to talk to about what we are. But I have a feeling that perhaps that’s not the wisest thing to do right now.”


    Ducking my head, I gave a slight nod. I couldn’t try to talk about my feelings for a person who obviously had a crush on someone else.


    “Look at me, America,” he asked gently.


    I did.


    “I’m fine with that. I can wait. I just want you to know … I’m not able to find words big enough to express how relieved I am that you’re here, in one piece. I’ve never been so grateful for anything.”


    I was stunned into silence, the way I always was when he touched the shy places of my heart. A corner of myself worried at how easily I trusted his words.


    “Goodnight, America.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 18


    IT WAS MONDAY NIGHT. OR Tuesday morning. It was so late, it was hard to tell.


    Kriss and I had worked all day finding appropriate swaths of fabric, having butlers hang them, choosing our clothes and jewelry, picking china, creating a rough draft of the menu, and listening to a language coach speak lines in Italian to us in the hope that some of it would stick. At least I had the advantage of knowing Spanish, which helped me pick it up faster; they were so similar. Kriss was just doing all she could to keep up.


    I ought to have been exhausted, but all I could think about were Maxon’s words.


    What had happened with Kriss? Why was she all of the sudden so close to him? Should I even care this much?


    But this was Maxon.


    And try as I might to pull away, I still cared about him. I wasn’t ready to give up completely.


    There had to be a way to figure this out. As I debated everything that was happening, attempting to separate my issues from one another, it looked like all the pieces fell into one of four categories.


    My feelings about Maxon. Maxon’s feelings about me. Whatever was going on between Aspen and me. And my feelings about actually becoming a princess.


    Of all the things swimming in my head right now, it actually felt like the princess thing might be the easiest to tackle. At least in that area, I had something the other girls didn’t. I had Gregory.


    I went over to my piano stool, drew out his diary, and hoped with all my heart that he would have some wisdom for me. He hadn’t been born into royalty; he must have had to adjust. Based on what he’d said in his Halloween entry, he was already preparing for a big change in his future.


    I pulled up the covers, protecting the words from the world, and dove in.


    
      I WANT TO EMBODY THE OLD-FASHIONED AMERICAN IDEAL. I HAVE A BEAUTIFUL FAMILY, AND I’M VERY WEALTHY; AND BOTH OF THOSE THINGS SUIT THIS IMAGE BECAUSE THEY WEREN’T HANDED TO ME. ANYONE WHO SEES ME NOW KNOWS HOW HARD I WORKED FOR WHAT I HAVE.


      BUT THE FACT THAT I’VE BEEN ABLE TO USE MY POSITION, TO GIVE SO MUCH WHERE OTHERS EITHER HAVE NOT OR COULD NOT, HAS CHANGED ME FROM SOME FACELESS BILLIONAIRE INTO A PHILANTHROPIST. STILL, I CANNOT REST ON THIS. I NEED TO DO MORE, TO BE MORE. WALLIS IS IN CHARGE, NOT ME, AND I NEED TO FIGURE OUT HOW TO PROPERLY GIVE THE PUBLIC WHAT THEY NEED WITHOUT BEING SEEN AS A USURPER. A TIME MAY COME WHEN I WILL LEAD AND CAN DO WHAT I SEE FIT. FOR NOW I WILL PLAY BY THE RULES AND GO AS FAR AS I CAN WITH THAT.

    


    I tried to glean some actual wisdom from his words. He said to use your position. He said to play by the rules. He said not to be afraid.


    Maybe that should have been enough, but it wasn’t. It didn’t even feel close to helpful. Since Gregory failed me, there was only one other man I could count on. I went over to my desk, pulled out a pen and paper, and scribbled a brief letter to my father.

  


  
    CHAPTER 19


    THE NEXT DAY FLEW BY, and suddenly Kriss and I were arriving at the other girls’ reception in conservative gray dresses.


    “What’s the plan?” Kriss asked as we walked down the hall.


    I considered for a moment. I disliked Celeste and wouldn’t mind seeing her fail, but I wasn’t sure I wanted her to do it on this grand a scale. “Be polite, but not helpful. Watch Silvia and the queen for cues. Absorb everything we can … and work all night to make ours better.”


    “All right.” She sighed. “Let’s go.”


    We were on time, as was crucial to the culture, and the girls were already a mess. It was like Celeste was sabotaging herself. Where Elise and Natalie were in respectable deep blues, Celeste’s dress was practically white. Put a veil on her, and this was a wedding. Not to mention how revealing it was, especially when she stood next to any of the German women. Most of them were wearing sleeves to their wrists despite the warm weather.


    Natalie had been put in charge of the flowers and missed the detail that lilies were traditionally used at funerals. All the flower arrangements had to be removed hastily.


    Elise, though clearly more agitated than she usually was, appeared to be the image of calm. To our guests, she would look like the star.


    It was intimidating, trying so hard to communicate with the women from the German Federation—who spoke very broken English—particularly when I had so much Italian in my brain. I tried to be hospitable; and despite their severe appearance, the ladies were actually quite friendly.


    It became clear pretty quickly that the true threat of disaster was Silvia and her clipboard. While the queen graciously aided the girls in hosting the German guests, Silvia walked the perimeter of the room, her sharp eyes missing nothing. It seemed she had pages of notes before the event had ended. Kriss and I quickly realized that our only hope was to have Silvia fall in love with our reception.


    The next morning, Kriss came to my room with her maids, and we got ready together. We wanted to make an effort to look similar enough so it was clear we were in charge but not so much alike we looked silly. It was kind of fun having so many girls in my room. The maids all knew one another, and they talked animatedly behind us as they worked. It reminded me of how things had felt when May was here.


    Hours before our guests were supposed to arrive, Kriss and I made our way to the parlor to double-check everything one last time. Unlike the other reception, we were forgoing place cards and letting our guests sit wherever they liked. The band came to practice in the space, and as a lucky bonus, it seemed our choice of fabrics to cover the bland walls made for great acoustics.


    I straightened Kriss’s necklace as we quizzed each other on the conversational phrases one last time. She sounded very natural speaking Italian.


    “Thank you,” she said.


    “Grazie,” I answered.


    “No, no,” she replied, facing me. “I mean thank you. You did an amazing job on this, and … I don’t know. I thought that after Marlee, you might give up. I was afraid that I’d be doing this alone, but you’ve worked so hard. You’ve done great.”


    “Thanks. You have, too. I don’t know if I would have survived if I had to work with Celeste. You made it almost easy.” Kriss smiled. I meant it, too. She was tireless. “And you’re right; it’s been hard without Marlee, but I wouldn’t quit. This is going to be great.”


    Kriss bit her lip and considered for a moment. Quickly, as if she might lose her nerve, she spoke. “So you’re still competing then? You still want Maxon?”


    It wasn’t like I didn’t know what we were all doing here, but none of the other girls had spoken about it like that. I was caught off guard for a moment, wondering if I should answer her. And, if I did, what would I say?


    “Girls!” Silvia trilled, rushing in through the doorway. I’d never been so grateful to see that woman. “It’s nearly time. Are you ready?”


    Behind her, the queen came in, a soothing calm to balance Silvia’s energy. She studied the room, admiring our work. It was a huge relief to see her smile.


    “Almost ready,” Kriss said. “We just have a few details to take care of. One we specifically need you and the queen for.”


    “Oh?” Silvia said curiously.


    The queen approached us then, her dark eyes warm with pride. “It’s beautiful. And you both look stunning.”


    “Thank you,” we chorused. The pale-blue dresses with large gold accents had been my idea. Festive and lovely, but not too over the top.


    “Well, you might notice our necklaces,” Kriss said. “We thought that if they were similar, it would help people identify us as hosts.”


    “Excellent idea,” Silvia said, scribbling on her clipboard.


    Kriss and I smiled at each other. “Since you are both hosts here, too, we thought you should have ones as well,” I said as Kriss pulled the boxes off the table.


    “You didn’t!” The queen gasped.


    “For … for me?” Silvia asked.


    “Of course,” Kriss said sweetly, handing over the jewelry.


    “You’ve both been so helpful. This is your project, too,” I added.


    I could see how touched the queen was by our gesture, but Silvia was completely speechless. I suddenly wondered if anyone at the palace ever gave her any kind of attention. Yes, we’d thought up the idea yesterday as a way to get Silvia on our side, but I was glad we’d done it for more than just that now.


    Silvia might be overwhelming, but she did try to do all this instruction for our benefit. I vowed to do a better job of thanking her.


    A butler told us our guests were arriving, and Kriss and I stood on either side of the double doors to welcome people as they came. The band started playing softly in the background, maids began circulating with hors d’oeuvres, and we were ready.


    Elise, Celeste, and Natalie were walking toward us, surprisingly on time. Once they caught sight of our setup—the billowing fabric covering the drab walls, the sparkling centerpieces towering on our tables, the overflowing flowers—there was a clear ache in the eyes of Elise and Celeste. Natalie, however, was too excited to be bothered.


    “It smells like the gardens,” she said with a sigh, practically dancing into the room.


    “A bit too much like it,” Celeste added. “You’re going to give people a headache.” Leave it to her to find fault with something beautiful.


    “Try to sit at different tables,” Kriss suggested as they poured past. “The Italians are here to make friends.”


    Celeste sucked her teeth, acting as if this was putting her out. I wanted to tell her to pull it together: We had been on our best behavior for her reception. But then I heard the warm buzzing conversation of the Italian women as they came down the hall and forgot all about her.


    The best way to describe the Italian ladies was statuesque. They were tall, golden skinned, and absolutely beautiful. As if that wasn’t enough, they were all so good-natured. It was like they carried the sun inside their souls and let it shine out on everything around them.


    The Italian monarchy was even younger than Illéa’s. They had been closed off to our attempts at friendship for decades, according to the packet I’d read, and this was the only time they’d ever reached out to us. This meeting was the first step toward a closer relationship with a growing government. It had been frightening to think about until the moment they walked through the doorway, and their kindness melted my worries. They kissed Kriss and me on both cheeks and yelled “Salve!” I happily tried to match their level of enthusiasm.


    I botched some of my Italian phrases, but our visitors were gracious, laughing off my mistakes and helping to correct me. Their English was impressive, and we doted on one another’s hairstyles and dresses. It seemed we’d made a good first impression appearance-wise, and that helped me relax.


    I ended up settling in for most of the party next to Orabella and Noemi, two of the princess’s cousins.


    “This is delicious!” Orabella cried, raising her glass of wine.


    “We’re glad you like it,” I replied, worrying that I was coming across as too shy. They were so loud when they talked.


    “You must have some!” she insisted. I hadn’t had anything to drink since Halloween, and I wasn’t very fond of alcohol in the first place. I didn’t want to be rude, though, so I took the glass she handed me and sipped.


    It was incredible. Champagne was all bubbles; but the deep, red wine had several flavors overlapping, each coming to the forefront in its own time.


    “Mmmm.” I sighed.


    “Now, now,” Noemi said, drawing my attention to her. “This Maxon, he is handsome. How can I get into the Selection?”


    “A heap of paperwork,” I joked.


    “That’s all? Where’s my pen?”


    Orabella cut in. “I will take some of this paper, too. I would love to take Maxon home with me.”


    I laughed. “Trust me, it’s a bit of a mess in here.”


    “You need more wine,” Noemi insisted.


    “Absolutely!” Orabella seconded, and they called over a butler to refill my glass.


    “Have you ever been to Italy?” Noemi asked.


    I shook my head. “Before the Selection, I’d never even left my province.”


    “You must come!” Orabella insisted. “You can stay with me anytime.”


    “You always hog the company,” Noemi complained. “She stays with me.”


    I felt the wine warming me all over, and their excitement was making me almost too happy.


    “So, is he a good kisser?” Noemi asked.


    I choked a little on the sip I was taking, pulling the glass away to laugh. I was trying not to give too much away, but they knew.


    “How good?” Orabella demanded. When I didn’t answer, she waved her hand. “Have some more wine!” she exclaimed.


    I pointed an accusing finger at them, realizing what they were doing. “You two are nothing but trouble!”


    They threw back their heads laughing, and I couldn’t help but join them. Admittedly, girl talk was much more tempting when we weren’t all competing for the same boy, but I couldn’t get too drawn into this.


    I stood to leave before I ended up passed out under the table. “He’s very romantic. When he wants to be,” I said. They clapped and laughed as I walked away, smiling at how playful they were.


    After I got some water and food in me, I played some of the folk songs I’d learned on my violin, and most of the room sang along. Out of the corner of my eye, I spotted Silvia taking notes and tapping her foot to the beat at the same time.


    When Kriss got up and proposed a toast to the queen and Silvia for their help, the room applauded them. When I raised my glass to our guests, they shrieked with delight, downing their glasses and then throwing them against the walls. Kriss and I weren’t expecting that and shrugged before tossing ours as well.


    The poor maids scuttled around to clean the shattered pieces as the band started up again and the whole room began to dance. Perhaps the highlight was Natalie on top of the table, doing some kind of dance that made her look like an octopus.


    Queen Amberly sat in a corner, speaking jovially with the Italian queen. I felt a rush of accomplishment at the sight and was so engrossed, I nearly jumped when Elise addressed me.


    “Yours is better,” she said reluctantly but genuinely. “You two really pulled together an incredible reception.”


    “Thanks. I was worried for a while—we got off to such a bad start.”


    “I know. That makes it even more impressive. It looks like you two have been working for weeks.” She looked around the room, staring longingly at the bright decor.


    I put a hand on her shoulder. “You know, Elise, anyone could see yesterday that you worked the hardest on your team. I’m sure Silvia will make sure Maxon knows that.”


    “You think?”


    “Of course. And I promise, if this is some sort of a competition and you lose, I’ll tell Maxon myself what a good job you did.”


    She squinted her already thin eyes. “You would do that?”


    “Sure. Why not?” I said with a smile.


    Elise shook her head. “I really admire you for how you are. Honest, I guess. But you need to realize we’re competing, America.” My smile disappeared. “I wouldn’t lie and say anything bad about you, but I wouldn’t go out of my way to tell Maxon you did something good. I can’t.”


    “It doesn’t have to be that way,” I said quietly.


    She shook her head. “Yes, it does. This isn’t just some prize. This is a husband, a crown, a future. And you probably have the most to gain or lose by it.”


    I stood there, completely stunned. I thought we were friends. Except for Celeste, I really trusted these girls. Was I too blind to see how hard they were fighting?


    “That doesn’t mean I don’t like you,” she went on. “I like you a lot. But I can’t cheer for you to win.”


    I nodded, still taking in her words. It was obvious I wasn’t as mentally in this as she was. One more thing that made me doubt my ability to do this job.


    Elise smiled over my shoulder, and I turned to see the Italian princess coming toward us.


    “Pardon me. Can I have the hostess, please?” she asked in her lovely accent.


    Elise gave her a curtsy before heading back to the dancing. I tried to shake off that conversation and focus on the person I was meant to impress.


    “Princess Nicoletta, I’m sorry we haven’t gotten to speak much today,” I said, giving her a curtsy myself.


    “Oh, no! You’ve been very busy. My cousins, they love you!”


    I laughed. “They’re very funny.”


    Nicoletta pulled me into a corner of the room. “We’ve been hesitant to make bonds with Illéa. Our people are much … freer than yours.”


    “I can see that.”


    “No, no,” she said seriously. “I mean, in personal freedoms. They enjoy more than you. You have the castes still, yes?”


    Suddenly understanding that this was more than a friendly conversation, I nodded.


    “We watch, of course. We see what happens here. The riots, the rebels. It seems people are not happy?”


    I wasn’t sure what to say. “Your Majesty, I don’t know if I’m the best person to talk to about this. I don’t really control anything.”


    Nicoletta took my hands. “But you could.”


    A shiver ran through me. Was she saying what I thought?


    “We saw what happened to the girl. The blonde?” she whispered.


    “Marlee.” I nodded. “She was my best friend.”


    She smiled. “And we saw you. There’s not much footage, but we saw you run. We saw you fight.”


    The look in her eyes mirrored the way Queen Amberly had looked at me this morning. There was unmistakable pride there.


    “We are very much interested in forming a bond with a powerful nation, if that nation can change. Unofficially, if there is anything we can do to help you acquire the crown, let us know. You have our full support.”


    She crammed a piece of paper into my hand and walked away. As she turned her back, she shouted out something in Italian, and the room roared with delight. I didn’t have pockets, so I quickly shoved the note in my bra, praying that no one would notice.


    Our reception went on much longer than the first, and I suspected it was because our guests were too happy to actually leave. Still, for as lengthy as it was, the whole thing passed in a blur.


    Hours later, I headed back to my room completely worn out. I was much too full to even think about dinner, and though it was early in the evening, the idea of going straight to bed was very appealing.


    Before I could even look at my bed, however, Anne walked up to me with a surprise. I gasped and took the letter from her hand immediately. I had to give the postal workers at the palace credit; they were very fast.


    I tore open the envelope and went to the balcony, soaking up my father’s words and the last few rays of sunshine at the same time.


    
      DEAR AMERICA,


      YOU’LL NEED TO WRITE A LETTER TO MAY SOON. WHEN SHE SAW THIS WAS INTENDED FOR MY EYES ONLY, SHE WAS VERY DISAPPOINTED. I HAVE TO SAY, I WAS A LITTLE CAUGHT OFF GUARD MYSELF. I DON’T KNOW WHAT I WAS EXPECTING, BUT CERTAINLY NOT WHAT YOU ASKED.


      FIRST, IT’S TRUE. WHEN WE CAME TO VISIT, I SPOKE WITH MAXON, AND HE WAS VERY CLEAR ABOUT HIS INTENTIONS TOWARD YOU. I DON’T THINK HE HAS IT IN HIM TO BE LESS THAN GENUINE, AND I BELIEVED (AND STILL DO) THAT HE CARES ABOUT YOU VERY MUCH. I THINK IF THE WHOLE PROCESS WAS SIMPLER, HE’D HAVE CHOSEN YOU ALREADY. PART OF ME THINKS THE SLOWNESS IS ON YOUR SIDE. AM I WRONG?


      THE SIMPLE ANSWER IS YES. I APPROVE OF MAXON, AND IF YOU WANT TO BE WITH HIM, I SUPPORT THAT. IF YOU DON’T, I SUPPORT THAT, TOO. I LOVE YOU, AND I WANT YOU TO BE HAPPY. MAYBE THAT MEANS YOU LIVE IN OUR SCRUBBY LITTLE HOUSE INSTEAD OF A PALACE. I’M FINE WITH THAT.


      AS FOR YOUR OTHER QUESTION, I HAVE TO SAY YES TO THAT, TOO.


      AMERICA, I KNOW YOU DON’T SEE MUCH IN YOURSELF, BUT YOU NEED TO START. WE TOLD YOU FOR YEARS YOU WERE TALENTED, BUT YOU DIDN’T BELIEVE IT UNTIL YOUR BOOKINGS WENT UP. I REMEMBER THE DAY YOU SAW THE FULL WEEK AND KNEW IT WAS BECAUSE OF YOUR VOICE AND THE WAY YOU PLAY, AND YOU WERE SO PROUD. IT WAS LIKE YOU WERE SUDDENLY AWARE OF EVERYTHING YOU COULD DO. AND WE’VE SAID FOR AS LONG AS I CAN REMEMBER THAT YOU ARE BEAUTIFUL, BUT I’M NOT SURE YOU EVER TRULY SAW YOURSELF THAT WAY UNTIL YOU WERE PICKED FOR THE SELECTION.


      YOU HAVE IT IN YOU TO LEAD, AMERICA. YOU HAVE A GOOD HEAD ON YOUR SHOULDERS; YOU ARE WILLING TO LEARN; AND, PERHAPS MOST IMPORTANTLY, YOU SHOW COMPASSION. THAT IS SOMETHING PEOPLE IN THIS COUNTRY YEARN FOR MORE THAN YOU KNOW.


      IF YOU WANT THE CROWN, AMERICA, TAKE IT. TAKE IT. BECAUSE IT SHOULD BE YOURS.


      AND YET … IF YOU DON’T WANT THAT BURDEN, I COULD NEVER BLAME YOU. I WOULD WELCOME YOU HOME WITH OPEN ARMS. I LOVE YOU.


      DAD

    


    The tears spilled out quietly. He genuinely thought I could do it. He was the only one. Well, he and Nicoletta.


    Nicoletta!


    I’d forgotten completely about the note. I fished inside my dress and pulled it out. It was a telephone number. She didn’t even put her name on it.


    I couldn’t imagine how much she was risking to make that offer.


    I held the tiny piece of paper and the letter from my dad in my hands. I thought of Aspen’s certainty that I couldn’t be a princess. I remembered the last-place spot in the public poll. I thought of Maxon’s cryptic promise earlier this week ….


    I closed my eyes and tried to search within myself.


    Could I really do this? Could I be the next princess of Illéa?

  


  
    CHAPTER 20


    THE DAY AFTER THE ITALIAN reception we gathered in the Women’s Room after breakfast. The queen was absent, and none of us knew what that meant.


    “I bet she’s helping Silvia write up the final report,” Elise guessed.


    “I don’t think she’s supposed to have much of a say,” Kriss countered.


    “Maybe she’s hung over,” Natalie offered as she pressed her fingers to her temples.


    “Just because you are doesn’t mean she is,” Celeste spat.


    “She might not be feeling well,” I said. “She tends to get sick a lot.”


    Kriss nodded. “I wonder why that is.”


    “Didn’t she grow up in the South?” Elise asked. “I hear the air and water aren’t very clean down there. Maybe it’s because of how she was raised.”


    “I hear everything is bad below Sumner,” Celeste added.


    “She’s probably just resting,” I interjected. “There’s a Report tonight, and she simply wants to be ready. She’s smart. It’s barely ten, and I need a nap.”


    “Yeah, we should all take naps,” Natalie said wearily.


    A maid entered with a small platter and walked quietly across the room, almost too nimble to be noticed.


    “Wait,” Kriss said. “You don’t think they’ll talk about the reception stuff on the Report, do you?”


    Celeste groaned. “I hated that stupid thing. You and America lucked out.”


    “You’re joking, right? Do you have any …”


    Kriss’s words dropped off as the maid stopped just to my left, revealing a small, folded note on the platter.


    I felt everyone’s eyes on me as I tentatively picked up the letter and read it.


    “Is that from Maxon?” Kriss asked, trying not to seem as interested as she was.


    “Yes.” I didn’t look up.


    “What’s it say?” she probed.


    “That he needs to see me for a moment.”


    Celeste laughed. “Sounds like you’re in trouble.”


    I sighed and stood to follow the maid from the room. “Guess there’s only one way to find out.”


    “Maybe he’s finally kicking her out,” Celeste whispered loudly enough for me to hear.


    “You think?” Natalie asked a little too excitedly.


    A chill went through me. Maybe he was kicking me out! If he wanted to talk to me or spend time with me, wouldn’t he have said it differently?


    Maxon was waiting in the hallway, and I walked up timidly. He didn’t look upset, but he did seem tense.


    I braced myself. “So?”


    He took my arm. “We have fifteen minutes. What I’m about to show you, you can’t share with anyone. Do you understand?”


    I nodded.


    “All right then.”


    We darted up the stairs, all the way to the third floor. Gently but quickly, Maxon pulled me down the hallway to a set of white double doors. “Fifteen minutes,” he reminded.


    “Fifteen minutes.”


    He took a key out of his pocket and unlocked one of the doors, holding it open so I could go in before him. The room was wide and bright, with lots of windows and two doors opening onto a balcony along the wall. There was a bed, a massive armoire, and a table with chairs; but other than that the room was empty. No paintings on the walls, no pieces on the inlaid shelves. Even the paint was a little drab.


    “This is the princess’s suite,” Maxon said quietly.


    My eyes widened.


    “I know it’s not much to look at right now. The princess is supposed to choose the decor, so once my mother moved to the queen’s suite, the room was stripped.”


    Queen Amberly had slept here. Something about the room felt magical.


    Maxon came up behind me and started pointing. “Those doors go to the balcony. And over there”—he pointed to the other end of the room—“those doors go to the princess’s personal study. Right here”—he noted a door to our right—“this goes to my room. Can’t have the princess too far off.”


    I felt myself blush thinking of sleeping here with Maxon so close.


    He stepped toward the armoire. “And this? Behind this piece of furniture is the escape to the safe room. You can get to other places in the palace this way, too, but that’s its main purpose.” He sighed. “This is a slight misuse, but I thought it would be worth it.”


    Maxon placed his hand on a hidden latch, and the armoire and the panel of wall behind it swung forward. I saw him smile at the space behind it. “Right on time.”


    “I wouldn’t miss it,” another voice said.


    I sucked in a breath. There was no way that voice belonged to who I thought it did. I stepped to see around the hulking piece of furniture and Maxon’s smiling face. There, dressed in very plain clothes and with her hair pulled into a bun, was Marlee.


    “Marlee?” I whispered, sure I had to be dreaming. “What are you doing here?”


    “I’ve missed you so much!” she cried, and ran to me with her arms open. With her hands out, I could see clearly the red, healing welts on her palms. It really was Marlee.


    She wrapped me in a hug, and we crumpled to the ground, I was so overcome. I couldn’t stop from crying and asking over and over what in the world she was doing here.


    When I quieted down long enough, Maxon got my attention. “Ten minutes. I’ll be waiting outside. Marlee, you can leave the way you came.”


    She gave him her word, and Maxon left us alone.


    “I don’t understand,” I said. “You were supposed to go south. You were supposed to be an Eight. Where’s Carter?”


    She smiled through my misunderstanding. “We’ve been here the whole time. I just started working in the kitchens; and Carter’s still on the mend, but I think he’ll be in the stables soon.”


    “On the mend?” So many questions were racing through my mind, I wasn’t sure why that one popped out.


    “Yes, he walks and can sit and stand, but it’s hard for him to do anything too strenuous. He’s helping in the kitchens until he’s fully healed. He’s going to be fine though. And look at me,” she said, holding out both hands. “We’ve been very well taken care of. They aren’t pretty, but at least they don’t hurt anymore.”


    I carefully touched the swollen lines on her palms, sure they couldn’t actually be painless. But she didn’t flinch, and after a moment I slid my hand into hers. It felt funny, but at the same time completely natural. Marlee was here. And I was holding her hand.


    “So Maxon’s had you in the palace the whole time?”


    She nodded. “After the caning, he was afraid we would be hurt if we were left on our own, so he kept us here. Two other servants, a brother and sister who had family in Panama, were sent instead. We’re going by new names, and Carter is growing out his beard, so after a while we’ll blend in. Not a lot of people know we’re in the palace in the first place, just a few of the cooks I work with, one of the nurses, and Maxon. I don’t even think the guards know because they have to answer to the king, and he wouldn’t be pleased to find out.”


    She shook her head before quickly moving on. “Our little apartment is small, basically just enough room for our bed and some shelves; but at least it’s clean. I’m trying to sew us a new bedspread, but I’m not—”


    “Hold on. Our bed? As in, you share one?”


    She smiled. “We got married two days ago. I told Maxon the morning we were caned that I loved Carter and that he was the one I wanted to marry, and I apologized for hurting him. He didn’t care, of course. He came to me two days ago saying there was some big event happening and that if we wanted to get married, this was the time.”


    I counted back. Two days ago was when the German Federation had come. The entire palace staff was either helping serve them or preparing for the ladies from Italy.


    “Maxon gave me away. I’m not sure I’ll ever see my parents again. The more distance they have from me, the better.”


    I could tell she was pained to say so, but I understood why. If it had been me and I was suddenly an Eight, the kindest thing I could do for my family was disappear. It would take time, but people would forget. Eventually, my parents would recover.


    To push away her sad thoughts, she fanned out her left hand, and I noticed the little band across her finger for the first time. It was twine tied in a simple knot, but it was a clear statement: I’m taken.


    “I think I’m going to have to get him to give me a new one soon; I’m already fraying this one. I guess if he works in the stables, I’ll have to make him a new ring every day.” She playfully shrugged. “Not that I mind.”


    My mind had jumped to another question that I worried might be rude to ask, but I knew I would never be able to have this kind of conversation with my mom or Kenna. “So, have you … you know?”


    It took her a moment to understand, but then she laughed. “Oh! Yes, we have.”


    We both giggled. “How is it?”


    “Honestly? A little uncomfortable at first. The second time was better.”


    “Oh.” I didn’t know what else to say.


    “Yeah.”


    There was a bit of a pause.


    “I’ve been really lonely without you. I miss you.” I played with the little piece of twine on her finger.


    “I miss you, too. Maybe once you’re the princess, I can sneak up here all the time.”


    I snorted. “I’m not so sure that’ll happen.”


    “What do you mean?” she asked, her face turning serious. “You’re still his favorite, right?”


    I shrugged.


    “What happened?” The question was laced with concern, and I didn’t want to admit that it had started with losing her. It wasn’t her fault.


    “Just things.”


    “America, what’s going on?”


    I sighed. “After you got caned, I was upset with Maxon. It took me a while to realize that he wouldn’t have done something like that if he could have stopped it.”


    Marlee nodded. “He tried so hard, America. And when he couldn’t, he did everything he could to make the situation better. So don’t be mad at him.”


    “I’m not anymore, but I’m also not sure I want to be the princess. I don’t know if I could do what he did. And then there was this poll in a magazine Celeste showed me. The people don’t like me, Marlee. I’m at the bottom.


    “I’m not sure I have what it takes. I was never a good choice, and it seems like I’m plummeting. And now … now … I think Maxon wants Kriss.”


    “Kriss? When did that happen?”


    “I have no idea, and I don’t know what to do. Part of me thinks it’s a good thing. She’d make a better princess; and if he really likes her, I want him to be happy. And he’s supposed to do another elimination really soon. When he called me out today, I thought I might be going home.”


    Marlee laughed. “You’re so ridiculous. If Maxon didn’t have feelings for you, he’d have sent you home a long time ago. The reason you’re still here is because he refuses to lose hope.”


    Something between a choke and a laugh came out of my mouth.


    “I wish we could talk more, but I should go,” she said. “We’re taking advantage of guards changing to do this.”


    “I don’t care that it’s short. I’m just glad to know you’re okay.”


    She pulled me in for a hug. “Don’t give up yet, all right?”


    “I won’t. Maybe you could send me a letter or something sometime?”


    “That might work. We’ll see.” She let me go, and we stood together. “If they polled me, I would have voted for you. I’ve always thought it should be you.”


    I blushed. “Go on, now. Say hello to your husband for me.”


    She smiled. “I will.” Nimbly, she went over to the armoire and found the latch. For some reason, I thought the caning would break her, but she was stronger now. She even carried herself differently. Marlee turned to blow me a kiss and disappeared.


    I quickly exited the room and found that Maxon was waiting in the hallway. At the sound of the door, he looked up from his book, smiling, and I went over to sit by him.


    “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”


    “I had to make sure they were safe first. My father doesn’t know I did this; and until I knew it wouldn’t endanger them, I had to keep it to myself. I’m hoping to arrange for you to see her more, but that will take time.”


    I felt my shoulders lighten, as if the bricks of worry I’d been carrying around were falling off all at once. The happiness at seeing Marlee, the assurance that Maxon was as kind as I thought he was, and the general relief that this meeting wasn’t about him sending me home were overwhelming.


    “Thank you,” I whispered.


    “Of course.”


    I wasn’t sure what else to say. After a moment Maxon cleared his throat.


    “I know that you are averse to doing the difficult parts of this job, but there are a lot of opportunities here. I think you could do great things. I can tell you see the prince in me now, but that had to come eventually if you were ever going to truly be mine.”


    My eyes held his. “I know.”


    “I can’t read you anymore. I used to be able to see it in the beginning when you didn’t really care for me; and when things changed between us, you looked at me differently. Now there are moments when I think it’s there and others when it seems like you’re already gone.”


    I nodded.


    “I’m not asking you to say you love me. I’m not asking for you to suddenly decide you want to be a princess. I just need to know if you want to be here at all.”


    That was the question, wasn’t it? I still didn’t know if I could do the job, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to give up on it. And seeing this kindness in Maxon shifted my heart. There was still so much to consider, but I couldn’t give up. Not now.


    Maxon’s hand was resting on his leg, and I slid mine under his. He gave me a welcoming squeeze. “If you’ll still have me, I want to stay.”


    Maxon let out a relieved sigh. “I’d like that very much.”


    I returned to the Women’s Room after a quick stop in the bathroom. No one said anything until I sat down, and it was Kriss who was bold enough to ask.


    “What was that all about?”


    I looked not just to her, but to all the watching eyes. “I’d rather not say.”


    With my puffy face, a response like that was enough to make it seem like nothing good could have come from the meeting; but if that was what I had to say to protect Marlee, then I was fine with it.


    What really stung was Celeste pressing her lips together to hide her smile, Natalie’s raised eyebrows as she pretended to read her borrowed magazine, and the hopeful glance between Kriss and Elise.


    The competition was deeper than I had guessed.

  


  
    CHAPTER 21


    WE WERE SPARED THE HUMILIATION of dealing with the aftermath of our receptions on the Report. The visits from our foreign friends were mentioned in passing, but the actual events were kept from the public. It wasn’t until the next morning that Silvia and the queen came to speak to us about our performances.


    “It was a very daunting task we gave you, and it absolutely could have gone horribly wrong. I’m pleased to say, however, that both teams did very well.” Silvia looked at each of us appraisingly.


    We all sighed, and I reached for Kriss’s hand as she did the same. As confused as I was about her and Maxon, I knew there was no way I could have made it through that without her.


    “If I’m honest, one event was slightly better than the other, but you should all be proud of your accomplishments. We received thank-you letters from our longtime friends in the German Federation for your gracious hosting,” Silvia said, looking at Celeste, Natalie, and Elise. “There were a few minor hiccups, and I don’t think any of us truly enjoy such serious affairs, but they certainly did.


    “And as for you two,” Silvia turned toward Kriss and me. “The ladies from Italy enjoyed themselves immensely. They were quite impressed with your style, and the food; and they made a special point to ask for the wine you served, so, bravo! I wouldn’t be surprised if Illéa gained a wonderful new ally based on that welcome. You’re to be commended.”


    Kriss squeaked, and I let out a nervous laugh, happy enough that it was over, let alone that we’d beat the others.


    Silvia went on to talk about how she would be writing up an official report to hand over to the king and Maxon but said that none of us had a thing to worry about. As she spoke, a maid scurried into the room and ran over to the queen, whispering in her ear.


    “Absolutely, they may,” the queen said, suddenly standing and walking forward.


    The maid rushed back and opened the door for the king and Maxon. I knew men weren’t supposed to come into this room without the queen’s permission, but it was comical to see it in action.


    As they entered, we stood to curtsy, but they didn’t seem to care about formalities.


    “Dear ladies, we are sorry to intrude, but we have urgent news,” the king informed us.


    “I’m afraid we’ve had a development with the war in New Asia,” Maxon said firmly. “The situation is so dire that Father and I are leaving this very moment to see if we can do any good.”


    “What’s wrong?” the queen asked, clutching her chest.


    “It’s nothing to worry about, my love,” the king said confidently. But that couldn’t be a completely honest statement if they had to rush out of here so suddenly.


    Maxon walked over to his mother. They had a brief, whispered conversation before she kissed his forehead. He hugged her and stepped away. The king then began rattling off a list of instructions to the queen while Maxon came to say good-bye to each of us.


    His good-bye to Natalie was so short it almost didn’t happen. Natalie didn’t seem too bothered, and I didn’t know what to make of that. Was she actually not worried by Maxon’s lack of affection, or was she so bothered that she was forcing herself to be calm?


    Celeste draped herself across Maxon and exploded into the worst display of fake crying that I’d ever seen. It reminded me of May when she was younger, thinking tears would magically bring money for us to have what we wanted. When he went to untangle himself, she planted a kiss on his lips that he promptly—and in as polite a manner as possible—wiped away after his back was turned.


    Elise and Kriss were so close that I heard his good-byes to them.


    “Call ahead and tell them to go easy on us,” he said to Elise. I’d almost forgotten that the main reason she was still here was that she had family ties to leaders in New Asia. I wondered if this war going downhill would cost her her spot.


    Then I suddenly realized that I had no clue what Illéa stood to lose if we lost this war.


    “If you get me a phone, I will talk to my parents,” she promised.


    Maxon nodded and kissed Elise’s hand, then walked over to Kriss.


    She immediately laced her fingers in his.


    “Will you be in danger?” she asked quietly, her voice beginning to shake.


    “I don’t know. During our last trip to New Asia, the situation wasn’t nearly so tense. I can’t be sure this time.” His voice was so tender, I felt they should have been having this conversation in private. Kriss lifted her gaze to the ceiling and sighed, and in that quick second Maxon looked over to me. I averted my eyes.


    “Please be careful,” she whispered. A tear fell onto her cheek.


    “Of course, my dear.” Maxon gave her a silly little salute, which made her laugh a bit. He then kissed her cheek and put his lips to her ear. “Please try to keep my mother entertained. She worries.”


    He pulled back to look into her eyes, and Kriss nodded once and let his hands go. The second they were no longer touching, a tremor went through her body. Maxon’s hands twitched for a second, like he was going to embrace her, but then he stepped away and started to walk toward me.


    As if Maxon’s words of last week weren’t enough, here was physical proof of their relationship. By the look of it, they had something very sweet and real. One glimpse of Kriss with her face in her hands was proof of how much she cared for him. Either that, or she was an incredible actress.


    I tried to gauge his expression when he looked at me versus the way he had looked at Kriss. Was it the same? Was there less warmth there?


    “Try not to get into any trouble while I’m gone, all right?” he said teasingly.


    He didn’t joke with Kriss. Did that mean something?


    I raised my right hand. “I promise to be on my best behavior.”


    He chuckled. “Excellent. One less thing to worry about.”


    “What about us? Should we worry?”


    Maxon shook his head. “We should be able to smooth over whatever’s going on. Father can be very diplomatic and—”


    “You are such an idiot sometimes,” I said as Maxon’s brow furrowed. “I mean about you. Should we worry about you?”


    His face was very serious then and did nothing to help my fears.


    “Flying in and flying out. If we can make it to the ground …” Maxon swallowed once, and I saw how frightened he was.


    I wanted to ask something else, but I didn’t know what to say.


    He cleared his throat. “America, before I go …”


    I looked up to Maxon’s face and felt the tears rising.


    “I need you to know that everything—”


    “Maxon,” the king barked. Maxon lifted his head and waited for his father’s instructions. “We need to go.”


    Maxon nodded. “Good-bye, America,” he said quietly, and lifted my hand to his lips. As he did so, he noted the little homemade bracelet I wore. He studied it, seeming confused, then kissed my hand tenderly.


    That little feather of a kiss sent me back to a memory that felt years old. He had kissed my hand like that my first night in the palace when I’d yelled at him, when he’d let me stay anyway.


    The other girls’ eyes were glued to the king and Maxon as they left, but I was watching the queen. Her entire body seemed weak. How many times would her husband and only child be put in danger before she cracked?


    The moment the door shut behind her family, Queen Amberly blinked a few times, inhaled deeply, and pulled herself up to her full height.


    “Forgive me, ladies, but this sudden news will require a lot of work from me. I think it’s best if I go to my room so I can focus.” She was fighting so hard. “How about I have lunch delivered here so you can eat at your leisure, and I will join you all for dinner tonight?”


    We nodded. “Excellent,” she said, and turned to leave. I knew she was strong. She’d grown up in a poor neighborhood in a poor province, working in a factory until she was chosen for the Selection. Then, once she was queen, she suffered miscarriage after miscarriage before she finally had a child. She would make it to her room looking like a lady, as her position demanded. But she would cry once she was alone.


    After the queen left, Celeste went, too. Then I decided I didn’t have to stay either. I went to my room, wanting to be alone and to think.


    I kept wondering about Kriss. How had she and Maxon suddenly connected? Not too long ago, he was making me promises about our future. He couldn’t have been that interested in her if he was saying such intimate things to me. It must have happened after that.


    The day passed quickly. After dinner, as my maids quietly helped me prepare for bed, a single sentence lifted me from my reflections.


    “Do you know who I found in here this morning, miss?” Anne asked as she gently pulled a brush through my hair.


    “Who?”


    “Officer Leger.”


    I froze, but only for a fraction of a second. “Oh?” I said. I kept my eyes on my reflection as they continued.


    “Yes,” Lucy said. “He said he was doing a sweep of your room. Something about security.” She looked a little confused.


    “It was strange though,” Anne said, echoing Lucy’s expression. “He was in his plain clothes, not his uniform. He shouldn’t be doing security work on his time off.”


    “He must be very dedicated,” I commented in a disconnected tone.


    “I think he is,” Lucy said with awe. “Whenever I see him around the palace, he’s always noticing things. He’s a very good soldier.”


    “True,” Mary said matter-of-factly. “Some of the men who come through here really aren’t fit for the job.”


    “And he looks good in his plain clothes. Most of them look terrible once you get them out of their uniforms,” Lucy commented.


    Mary giggled and blushed, and even Anne cracked a smile. It had been a long time since they’d seemed so relaxed. On another day, in another moment, it might be fun to gossip about the guards. Not today though. All I could think about was that there was a letter in my room from Aspen. I wanted to peek over my shoulder at my jar, but I didn’t dare.


    It felt like an eternity before they left me alone. I forced myself to be patient and wait a few minutes to make sure they didn’t come back. Finally I darted over to my bed and clutched my jar. Sure enough, a tiny slip of paper was waiting for me.


    
      Maxon is gone. This changes everything.

    

  


  
    CHAPTER 22


    “HELLO?” I WHISPERED, FOLLOWING THE instructions Aspen had left for me the day before. I cautiously walked into a room lit only by the fading daylight spilling in through the gossamer curtains, but it was enough for me to see the excitement on Aspen’s face.


    I closed the door behind me, and he immediately ran over and scooped me up.


    “I’ve missed you.”


    “I missed you, too. I was so busy with that reception, I barely had time to breathe.”


    “Glad it’s over. Did you have a hard time getting here?” he joked.


    I giggled. “Seriously, Aspen, you’re way too good at your job.” It was almost comical how simple his idea was. The queen was a little more relaxed when it came to running the palace. Or maybe she was distracted. Either way, she’d made dinner an option: in your room or downstairs. My maids prepped me for the meal, but instead of heading to the dining room, I walked across the hall to Bariel’s old room. It was too easy.


    He smiled as he took in my praise and sat me down in the back corner of the room on some pillows he’d already piled there. “Are you comfortable?”


    I nodded and expected him to sit too, but he didn’t. Instead he pushed over a large couch, which blocked the door from sight, and then pulled in a table that brushed the top of our heads as we sat on the floor. Finally he grabbed a bundle he’d left on top of the table—it smelled like food—and settled next to me.


    “Almost like home, huh?” He moved behind me so I was between his legs. The position was so familiar and the space was so small that it did feel a little like our old tree house. It was like he’d taken a piece of something I thought was gone forever and placed it neatly in my hands.


    “It’s even better.” I sighed, leaning into him. After a minute I felt his fingers combing down my hair. It gave me shivers.


    For a while we sat there in silence, and I closed my eyes and focused on the sound of Aspen’s breathing. Not so long ago, I’d done the same thing with Maxon. But this was different. If I had to, I thought I could pick Aspen’s breathing out of a crowd. I knew him so well. And, clearly, he knew me. This tiny bit of peace was everything I’d been aching for, and Aspen made it real.


    “What are you thinking about, Mer?”


    “Lots of things.” I sighed. “Home, you, Maxon, the Selection, everything.”


    “What are you thinking about all of that?”


    “Mostly how confused I get about them. Like how I’ll think I understand what’s happening to me, and then something shifts, and my feelings change.”


    Aspen was quiet for a moment, and his voice sounded pained when he asked, “Do your feelings about me change a lot?”


    “No!” I said, pushing myself closer to him. “If anything, you’re the one constant. I know that if everything turns upside down, you’ll still be here, in the exact same place. Everything gets so crazy that my love for you gets pushed to the background, but I know it’s always there. Does that make sense?”


    “It does. I know I make this whole thing more complicated than it already is. I’m glad to know I’m not completely out of the running though.”


    Aspen wrapped his arms around me, like he could hold me there forever.


    “I haven’t forgotten us,” I promised.


    “Sometimes I feel like Maxon and I are in our own version of the Selection. It’s just him and me, and one of us will get you in the end; and I can’t decide who’s worse off. Maxon doesn’t exactly know we’re competing, so he might not be able to try as hard. But then, I have to hide, so it’s not like I can give you everything he can. It’s not really a fair fight either way.”


    “You shouldn’t think about it that way.”


    “I don’t know how else to see it, Mer.”


    I exhaled. “Let’s not talk about that.”


    “All right. I don’t like talking about him anyway. What about all the other stuff you’re confused about? What’s going on?”


    “Do you like being a soldier?” I asked, turning toward him.


    He nodded enthusiastically as he reached down and opened the food. “I love it, Mer. I thought I’d hate every minute, but it’s fantastic.” He popped a chunk of bread into his mouth and kept talking. “I mean, there’s the obvious stuff, like I’m always being fed. They want us to be big, so there’s plenty of food. And the injections, too,” he said, amending his thoughts. “But they’re not so bad. And I get an allowance. Even though I have everything I need, I get money.”


    He stopped for a moment, toying with an orange slice. “I know you know how good it feels to send money home.”


    I could tell he was thinking about his mom and his six siblings. He had been the father figure at his home; I wondered whether that made him even more homesick than I was.


    He cleared his throat and went on. “But there are other things that I wasn’t expecting to like, too. I really enjoy the discipline of it and the routine. I like knowing that I’m doing something necessary. I feel so … content. I’ve been restless for years, counting stock or cleaning houses. Now I feel like I’m doing what I was meant to do.”


    “So that’s a big yes? You love it?”


    “Completely.”


    “But you don’t like Maxon. And I know you don’t like the way Illéa is run. We used to talk about it back home, and then that whole thing with the people in the South losing their castes. I know that bothers you, too.”


    He nodded. “I think it’s cruel.”


    “Then how are you okay with protecting it? You fight against rebels to keep the king and Maxon safe. They’re the ones who make everything happen, and you don’t like any of what they do. So how do you love your job?”


    He chewed as he thought. “I don’t know. I guess it doesn’t make sense, but … okay, like I said, there’s the sense of purpose. And feeling challenged and engaged, the ability to do something more with my life. Maybe Illéa isn’t perfect. In fact, it’s far from it. But I have … I have hope,” he said simply.


    We were both quiet for a moment while the word washed over us.


    “I have this feeling that things have gotten better than they were, though I honestly don’t know enough about our history to prove that. And I have this feeling that things will get even better in the future. I think that there are possibilities.


    “And maybe this is silly, but it’s my country. I get that it’s broken, but that doesn’t mean these anarchists can just come and take it. It’s still mine. Does that sound crazy?”


    I nibbled my bread and reflected on Aspen’s words. They took me back to our tree house and all the times I would ask him questions about things. Even if I disagreed, it helped me understand them better. But I didn’t disagree on this point. In fact, it helped me see what was probably hiding in my heart all this time.


    “It doesn’t sound crazy at all. It sounds completely reasonable.”


    “Does that help with whatever you’ve been thinking about?”


    “It does.”


    “Are you going to explain any of it?”


    I smiled up at him. “Not yet.” Though Aspen was smart, and he might have already guessed. The wistful look in his eyes suggested that he probably had.


    He looked away for a moment, running his hand down my arm, finishing by playing with the button bracelet around my wrist. “We’re a mess, aren’t we?”


    “A big one.”


    “Sometimes I feel like we’re a knot, too tangled to be taken apart.”


    I nodded. “It’s true. So much of me is tied up in you. I feel kind of lost without you.”


    Aspen pulled me close, running a hand over my temple and down my cheek. “We’ll just have to stay tangled then.”


    He kissed me gently, like, if he pushed too hard, the moment might shatter and we’d lose everything. Maybe he was right. Slowly, he lowered me to the mattress of pillows, holding on to me, tracing curves as he kissed me on and on. It was all so familiar, so safe.


    I ran my fingers through Aspen’s cropped hair, remembering the way it used to fall and tickle my face when he kissed me. I noted his arms around me, so much fuller than they used to be, so much sturdier. Even the way he held me had changed. There was a newfound confidence there, something instilled in him through becoming a Two, becoming a soldier.


    Too soon it was time to leave, and Aspen walked me to the door. He gave me a lingering kiss, making me a little light-headed. “I’ll try to get another note to you soon,” he promised.


    “I’ll be waiting.” I leaned into him, holding on to him for one long moment. Then, to keep us safe, I left.


    My maids prepped me for bed, and I went through it in a daze. It used to feel like the Selection was one choice: Maxon or Aspen. And as if that was some decision my heart could make simply, it grew into so many more things. Was I a Five or a Three? When this was over, would I be a Two or a One? Would I live out my days as an officer’s wife or a king’s? Would I slide quietly into the background in which I’d always been so comfortable or force myself into the spotlight I’d always feared? Could I happily do either? Could I not hate whoever Maxon ended up with if I chose Aspen? Could I not hate whoever Aspen chose if I stayed with Maxon?


    As I got into bed and turned out the light, I reminded myself that it was my decision to be here. Aspen may have asked, and my mother may have pushed, but no one forced me to fill out the form for the Selection.


    Whatever was coming, I’d just face it. I’d have to.

  


  
    CHAPTER 23


    I CURTSIED TO THE QUEEN as I walked into the dining room, but she didn’t notice. I looked over to Elise, who was the only one already there, and she merely shrugged. I sat down as Natalie and Celeste entered and were equally ignored; and finally Kriss arrived, sitting next to me but keeping her eyes on Queen Amberly. The queen seemed to be in her own world, staring at the floor or occasionally glancing at Maxon’s and the king’s chairs as if something was wrong.


    The butlers began serving food, and most of the girls started eating; but Kriss kept watch on the head table.


    “Do you know what’s going on?” I whispered.


    Kriss sighed and turned to me. “Elise called her family to get some insight into what was happening and to have her relatives meet Maxon and the king once they got to New Asia. But Elise’s family says they never arrived.”


    “They never came?”


    Kriss nodded. “The weird thing is, the king called when they landed, and he and Maxon both spoke with Queen Amberly. They’re fine, and they told her they were in New Asia; but Elise’s family kept saying they never showed.”


    I scrunched my forehead, trying to understand. “What does that all mean?”


    “I don’t know,” she confessed. “They say they’re there, so how could they not be? It doesn’t make sense.”


    “Huh,” I said, not sure of what else to add. Why would Elise’s family not know they were there? What if, maybe, they weren’t actually in New Asia? Where could they be?


    Kriss leaned closer to me. “There’s something else I wanted to talk to you about,” she whispered. “Could we go for a walk in the gardens after breakfast?”


    “Of course,” I answered, eager to hear what she knew.


    We both ate quickly. I wasn’t sure what she’d found out, but if she wanted to talk outside, there was clearly a need for secrecy. The queen was so distracted, she barely even noticed as we left.


    Stepping into the sunlit gardens felt wonderful. “It’s been awhile since I’ve been out here,” I said, closing my eyes and lifting my face to the sun.


    “You usually come with Maxon, right?”


    “Mm-hmm.” A second later, I wondered how she knew that. Was it common knowledge?


    I cleared my throat. “So, what did you want to talk about?”


    She stopped under the shade of a tree and turned to face me. “I think you and I should talk about Maxon.”


    “What about him?”


    She fidgeted. “Well, I had prepared myself to lose. I think we all had, except for maybe Celeste. It was obvious, America. He wanted you. And then everything with Marlee happened, and it changed.”


    I wasn’t quite sure what to say. “So, are you just telling me you’re sorry for moving to the top or something?”


    “No!” she said emphatically. “I can see he still cares about you. I’m not blind. I’m only saying, I think you and I might be neck and neck at this point. I like you. I think you’re a really great person, and I don’t want for things to get ugly, however it turns out.”


    “So this is …?”


    She clasped her hands in front of her, trying to think of the right words. “This is me offering to be completely honest about my relationship with Maxon. And I’m hoping you’ll do the same.”


    I crossed my arms and went for the one question I’d been dying to ask. “When did you two get so close?”


    Her eyes got a little dreamy, and she toyed with a piece of her light-brown hair. “I guess right after everything with Marlee. It probably sounds stupid, but I made him a card. That’s what I always did back home when my friends were sad. Anyway, he loved it. He said no one had given him a present yet.”


    What? Oh. Wow. After everything he’d done for me, had I really never done anything for him in return?


    “He was so happy, he asked me to sit with him awhile in his room and—”


    “You’ve seen his room?” I asked, shocked.


    “Yes, haven’t you?”


    My silence was all the answer she needed.


    “Oh,” she said awkwardly. “Well, you’re not missing anything. It’s dark, and there’s a gun rack, and then he has this mess of pictures on the wall. It’s nothing special,” she promised, waving it away. “Anyway, after that he started visiting me during pretty much every free moment he had.” She shook her head. “It happened kind of fast.”


    I sighed. “He basically told me,” I confessed. “He made a little comment about needing us both here.”


    “So …” She bit her lip. “You’re pretty sure he still likes you?”


    Hadn’t she already suspected that? Did she simply need me to confirm it? “Kriss, do you really want to hear all this?”


    “Yes! I want to know where I stand. And I’ll tell you anything you want to know, too. We aren’t running this thing, but that doesn’t mean we have to be lost in it.”


    I walked in a short circle, trying to make sense of everything. I wasn’t sure I was brave enough to ask Maxon about Kriss. I could barely talk honestly with him about me. But I kept feeling like I was missing pieces of the truth about where I stood. Maybe this was my only hope of really knowing.


    “I’m pretty sure he wants me to stay around for a while. But I think he wants you here, too.”


    She nodded. “I figured.”


    “Has he kissed you?” I blurted out.


    She smiled bashfully. “No, but I think that he would have if I hadn’t asked him not to. In my family, we sort of have this tradition where we don’t kiss until we’re engaged. Sometimes we have a party when people announce their wedding date, and everyone gets to see the first kiss. I want that for me.”


    “But he tried to?”


    “No, I explained before we got that far. He kisses my hands a lot, though, or sometimes my cheek. I think it’s kind of sweet,” she gushed.


    I nodded, looking at the grass.


    “Wait,” she said, hesitating. “Did he kiss you?”


    Part of me wanted to brag that I was his first kiss ever. That when we kissed, it felt like time stopped.


    “Sort of. It’s kind of hard to explain,” I hedged.


    She made a face. “No, it’s not. Has he or hasn’t he?”


    “It’s complicated.”


    “America, if you’re not going to be honest, then this is a waste of time. I came here wanting to be open with you. I thought it would benefit us both to be friendly.”


    I stood there, wringing my hands, trying to think of a way to explain myself. It wasn’t that I disliked Kriss. If I went home, I’d want her to win.


    “I do want to be friends with you, Kriss. I kind of thought we already were.”


    “Me, too,” she said gently.


    “It’s just hard for me to share private things. And I appreciate your honesty, but I’m not sure I want to know everything. Even though I asked,” I said quickly, seeing the words coming to her lips. “I already knew he had feelings for you. I could see it. I think I need things to be vague for the time being.”


    She smiled. “I can respect that. Would you do me a favor though?”


    “Sure, if I can.”


    She bit her lip and turned her eyes away for a minute. When she looked back, I could see the hint of tears in her eyes. “If you’re certain that he doesn’t want me, could you maybe warn me? I don’t know how you feel, but I love him. And I’d appreciate being told. If you know for sure anyway.”


    She loved him. She said it out loud, fearlessly. Kriss loved Maxon.


    “If he ever told me for sure, I would tell you.”


    She nodded. “And maybe we could make another promise? Not to purposely get in each other’s way? I don’t want to win that way, and I don’t think you do either.”


    “I’m no Celeste,” I said with disgust, and she laughed. “I promise to be fair.”


    “Okay then.” She dabbed at her eyes and straightened her dress. I could see it so easily, how elegant she would look with the crown on her head.


    “I need to go,” I lied. “Thanks for talking to me.”


    “Thanks for coming. I’m sorry if I was too intrusive.”


    “It’s fine.” I stepped away. “I’ll see you later.”


    “Okay.”


    I turned as quickly as I could without being rude and made my way to the palace. Once inside, I quickened my pace and bolted up the stairs, aching to hide.


    I made my way to the second floor and headed toward my room. I noticed a piece of paper on the floor, which was unusual for the typically immaculate palace. It was by the corner leading to my door, so I guessed it might be for me. To be sure, I flipped it over and read.


    
      Another rebel attack this morning, this time in Paloma. Current count is over three hundred dead, at least one hundred more wounded. Again, the main demand appears to be terminating the Selection, calling for an end to the royal line. Please advise on best response.

    


    My body went cold. I scanned both sides of the paper, looking for a date. Another attack this morning? Even if this was a few days old, it was at least the second one. And the demand was again ending the Selection. Was this what all the recent attacks had been about? Were they trying to get rid of us? If so, were both the Northern and Southern rebels pursing that end?


    I didn’t know what to do. I wasn’t supposed to have seen this message, so it wasn’t like I could talk to anyone. But did the people who were supposed to know already have this information? I decided to put the paper back on the ground. Hopefully, a guard would come around soon and get it to the right place.


    For now I would just be optimistic that someone was responding.

  


  
    CHAPTER 24


    I TOOK ALL MY MEALS in my room for the next two days, managing to avoid Kriss until dinner on Wednesday. I thought I wouldn’t feel so awkward by then. I was sadly mistaken. We gave each other quiet smiles, but I couldn’t bring myself to speak. I almost wished I was across the room sitting between Celeste and Elise. Almost.


    Just before dessert was served, Silvia came sprinting in as fast as her heeled shoes could carry her. Her curtsy was particularly brief before she made her way to the queen and whispered something to her.


    The queen gasped and ran with Silvia out of the room, leaving us alone.


    We’d been taught never to raise our voices, but in the moment we couldn’t help ourselves.


    “Does anyone know what’s going on?” Celeste called, abnormally concerned.


    “You don’t think they’re hurt, do you?” Elise said.


    “Oh, no,” Kriss breathed, and put her head down on the table.


    “It’s okay, Kriss. Have some pie,” Natalie offered.


    I found myself speechless, afraid even to think about what this could mean.


    “What if they were captured?” Kriss worried aloud.


    “I don’t think the New Asians would do that,” Elise said, though I could see she was worried. I wasn’t sure if her concern was strictly for Maxon’s safety or because any aggression on the part of the people she had a connection with would ruin her chances.


    “What if their plane went down?” Celeste said quietly.


    She looked up, and I was surprised to see genuine fear on her face. It was enough to silence us all.


    What if Maxon was dead?


    Queen Amberly returned with Silvia in tow, and we all watched her eagerly. To our intense relief, she was beaming.


    “Good news, ladies. The king and prince will be home tonight!” she sang.


    Natalie clapped as Kriss and I simultaneously fell back into our chairs. I hadn’t realized how tense my body was for those few minutes.


    Silvia chimed in. “Since they’ve had such an intense few days, we’ve decided to forgo any big celebration. Depending on when they leave New Asia, we might not even see them before bedtime.”


    “Thank you, Silvia,” the queen said patiently. Really, who cared? “Forgive me, ladies, but I have some work to do. Please enjoy your desserts and have a lovely night,” she said, then turned and flew out the door.


    Kriss left seconds later. Maybe she was making a welcome home card.


    After that I ate quickly and made my way back upstairs. As I was walking down the hall toward my room, I saw a little flash of blond hair under a white cap and the fluttering black skirt of a maid’s uniform running toward the far-side stairs. It was Lucy, and it sounded like she was crying. She seemed so determined to get away unnoticed that I decided not to call out after her. Rounding the corner to my room, I saw that my door was wide-open. Without it to block their voices, Anne and Mary’s argument spilled into the hallway, where I overheard everything.


    “—why you always have to be so hard on her,” Mary complained.


    “What was I supposed to tell her? That she can have whatever she wants?” Anne shot back.


    “Yes! What would the harm be in simply saying you had faith in her?”


    What was going on? Was this why they had all seemed so distant lately?


    “She aims too high!” Anne accused. “It would be unkind of me to give her false hope.”


    Mary’s voice bled with sarcasm. “Oh, and everything you told her was so kind. You’re just bitter!” she accused.


    “What?” Anne lashed back.


    “You’re bitter. You can’t stand that she might be closer to something you want than you are,” Mary yelled. “You’ve always looked down on Lucy because she wasn’t raised at the palace as long as you were, and you’ve been jealous of me because I was born here. Why can’t you be happy with who you are instead of stepping on her to make yourself feel better?”


    “That’s not what I was trying to do!” Anne said, her voice breaking.


    The tight sobs were enough to silence Mary. It would have stopped me, too. Anne crying seemed like an impossibility.


    “Is it so bad that I want more than this?” she asked, her voice thick with tears. “I understand that my position is an honor, and I’m glad to do my job; but I don’t want to do this for the rest of my life. I want more. I want a husband. I want …” She was finally overcome by her sadness.


    My heart broke into a thousand pieces. The only way for Anne to get out of this job was to marry her way out. And it wasn’t like a slew of Threes or Fours were going to parade down the palace halls looking for a maid to take as a wife. She really was stuck.


    I sighed, steadied myself, and entered the room.


    “Lady America,” Mary said with a curtsy, and Anne followed. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her feverishly mopping the tears off her face.


    Given her pride, I didn’t think acknowledging them was a good thing, so I strode past the both of them to the mirror.


    “How are you?” Mary continued.


    “Really tired. I think I’ll be going to bed right away,” I said, focusing on the pins in my hair. “You know what? Why don’t you both go relax? I can take care of myself.”


    “Are you sure, miss?” Anne asked, trying so hard to keep her voice composed.


    “Very. I’ll see you all tomorrow.”


    They didn’t need any more encouragement than that, and thank goodness. I didn’t want them to take care of me right now any more than they probably felt like it. Once I managed to get out of my dress, I lay in bed for a long time thinking of Maxon.


    I wasn’t even sure exactly what I was thinking about him. It was all slightly vague and unfixed, but I kept flashing back to my overwhelming happiness when I found out he was safe and on his way back. And there was a corner of my mind that wondered if he’d thought about me at all while he was gone.


    I tossed for hours, completely unsettled. At about one in the morning, I figured that if I couldn’t sleep, I might as well read. I turned on the lamp and pulled out Gregory’s diary. I skipped past the fall entries and picked one from February.


    
      SOMETIMES I ALMOST HAVE TO LAUGH AT HOW SIMPLE THIS HAS BEEN. IF THERE WAS EVER A TEXTBOOK WRITTEN ON THE TOPIC OF OVERTHROWING COUNTRIES, I WOULD BE THE STAR OF IT. OR I COULD PROBABLY WRITE IT MYSELF. I’M NOT SURE WHAT I’D SAY STEP ONE WAS, AS YOU CAN’T REALLY FORCE ANOTHER COUNTRY TO TRY AND INVADE OR PUT IDIOTS IN CHARGE OF WHAT ALREADY EXISTS; BUT I CERTAINLY WOULD ENCOURAGE ANY OTHER WOULD-BE LEADERS TO ACQUIRE UNGODLY AMOUNTS OF MONEY BY ANY MEANS NECESSARY.


      A FASCINATION WITH MONEY WOULDN’T BE ENOUGH, HOWEVER. YOU MUST POSSESS IT AND BE IN A POSITION TO LORD IT OVER OTHERS. MY LACK OF BACKGROUND IN POLITICS HASN’T BEEN AN ISSUE IN GAINING ALLEGIANCE. IN FACT, I WOULD SAY AVOIDING THAT SECTOR ALTOGETHER MAY BE ONE OF MY GREATEST STRENGTHS. NO ONE TRUSTS POLITICIANS, AND WHY WOULD THEY? WALLIS HAS BEEN MAKING EMPTY PROMISES FOR YEARS IN THE HOPES THAT ONE OF THEM MIGHT COME THROUGH, AND THERE ISN’T A CHANCE IN HELL ANY OF THEM COULD. I, ON THE OTHER HAND, OFFER THE IDEA OF MORE. NO GUARANTEES, MERELY THAT FAINT GLIMMER OF OPTIMISM THAT CHANGE MIGHT COME. IT DOESN’T EVEN MATTER AT THIS POINT WHAT THE CHANGE MIGHT BE. THEY’RE SO DESPERATE, THEY DON’T CARE. THEY DON’T EVEN THINK TO ASK.


      PERHAPS THE KEY IS STAYING CALM WHILE OTHERS PANIC. WALLIS IS SO HATED NOW, HE’S ALL BUT HANDED THE PRESIDENCY OVER TO ME, AND NOT A SOUL IS COMPLAINING. I SAY NOTHING, DO NOTHING, AND WEAR A PLEASANT SMILE AS EVERYONE AROUND ME SINKS INTO HYSTERICS. ONE GLANCE AT THAT COWARD NEXT TO ME, AND THERE’S NO DENYING I LOOK BETTER AT A PODIUM OR SHAKING A PRIME MINISTER’S HAND. AND WALLIS IS SO DESPERATE TO HAVE SOMEONE THE PEOPLE LOVE ON HIS SIDE, I’M PRETTY SURE IT WILL ONLY TAKE TWO OR THREE INCONSPICUOUSLY WORDED DEALS TO HAVE ME RUNNING EVERYTHING.


      THIS COUNTRY IS MINE. I FEEL LIKE A BOY WITH A CHESS SET PLAYING A GAME HE KNOWS HE WILL WIN. I’M SMARTER, RICHER, AND FAR MORE QUALIFIED IN THE EYES OF A COUNTRY THAT ADORES ME FOR REASONS NO ONE CAN SEEM TO NAME. BY THE TIME SOMEONE THINKS TO CONSIDER IT, IT WON’T MATTER ANYMORE. I CAN DO WHAT I LIKE, AND THERE’S NO ONE LEFT TO STOP ME. SO WHAT’S NEXT?


      I FEEL IT’S TIME TO COLLAPSE THE SYSTEM. THIS PITIFUL REPUBLIC IS ALREADY IN SHAMBLES AND BARELY WORKS. THE REAL QUESTION IS, WHO DO I ALIGN MYSELF WITH? HOW DO I MAKE THIS SOMETHING THE PUBLIC BEGS FOR?


      I HAVE ONE IDEA. MY DAUGHTER WON’T LIKE IT, BUT I’M NOT REALLY CONCERNED WITH THAT. IT’S ABOUT TIME SHE MADE HERSELF USEFUL.

    


    I slammed the book shut, confused and frustrated. Was I missing something? Collapsing what system? Lording over people? Was the structure of our country not a necessity but a convenience?


    I considered hunting through the book for what happened to his daughter, but I was already so disoriented, I decided against it. Instead I went to the balcony, hoping some fresh air would help me wrap my mind around the words I’d just read.


    I looked to the sky, trying to process all this, but I didn’t even know where to start. I sighed, and my eyes wandered the gardens, stopping on a flicker of white. Maxon was walking alone on the grounds. He was finally home. His shirt was untucked, and he wasn’t wearing a coat or tie. What was he doing out so late? I saw that he was holding one of his cameras. He must have been having a rough night himself.


    I hesitated a moment, but who else could I talk to about this?


    “Pssst!”


    He jerked his head around, looking for the source. I did it again, waving my arms until he saw me. A surprised smile flashed across his face as he waved back. Hoping he’d be able to see it, I pulled on my ear. He did the same. I pointed to him, then to my room. He nodded, holding up a finger to tell me it’d be a minute. I nodded back and went inside as he did the same.


    I put on my robe and ran my fingers through my hair, wanting to look half as put together as he did. I wasn’t sure exactly how to talk about this, because I was essentially about to ask Maxon if he knew he was sitting on top of something that was much less altruistic than the public had been led to believe. Just as I was starting to wonder what was taking him so long, he knocked on the door.


    I rushed over to open it and was greeted by the lens of his camera. It clicked a still of my shocked smile. My expression dissolved into something that expressed how unamused I was by this little stunt, and he captured that, too, laughing.


    “You’re ridiculous. Get in here,” I ordered, grabbing him by the arm.


    He followed. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist.”


    “You took your time,” I accused, settling on the edge of the bed. He came to sit beside me, far enough away that we could face each other.


    “I had to stop by my room.” He placed his camera safely on my bedside table, flicking at my jar with the penny in it. He made a sound that was almost a laugh and turned back to me, not explaining his detour.


    “Oh. So how was your trip?”


    “Odd,” he confessed. “We ended up going to the rural part of New Asia. Father said it was some local dispute; but by the time we got there, everything was fine.” He shook his head. “Honestly, it made no sense. We spent a few days walking through old cities and trying to speak to the natives. Father is quite disappointed with my grasp of the language and is insisting I study more. As if I’m not doing enough these days,” he said with a sigh.


    “That is kind of strange.”


    “I’m guessing it was some sort of test. He’s been throwing them at me randomly lately, and I don’t always know they’re happening. Maybe this was about decision making or dealing with the unexpected. I’m not sure.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Either way, I’m sure I failed.”


    He fidgeted with his hands for a minute. “He also really wanted to talk about the Selection. I think he felt like distance would do me good, give me perspective or something. Honestly, I’m tired of everyone else talking about a decision that I’m supposed to make.”


    I was sure the king’s idea of perspective meant getting me out of Maxon’s head. I’d seen the way he smiled at the other girls at meals or nodded to them in the hallways. He never did that to me. I felt instantly uncomfortable and didn’t know what to say.


    It appeared Maxon didn’t either.


    I decided I couldn’t ask him about the diary yet. He seemed so humble about these things—the way he led, the kind of king he wanted to be—that I couldn’t demand answers from him that I wasn’t anywhere close to sure he had. A tiny corner of my brain couldn’t shake the worry that he knew more than he’d ever shared, but I needed to know more myself before I spoke.


    Maxon cleared his throat and pulled a little string of beads out of his pocket.


    “As I said, we were walking through a bunch of towns, and I saw this in an old woman’s street shop. It’s blue,” he added, pointing out the obvious. “You seem to like blue.”


    “I love blue,” I whispered.


    I looked at the little bracelet. A few days ago, Maxon was walking on the other side of the world, and he saw this in a shop … and it made him think of me.


    “I didn’t find anything for anyone else, so maybe you could keep this between us?” I nodded my head in agreement. “You never were the type to brag,” he mumbled.


    I couldn’t stop staring at the bracelet. It was so understated, with polished stones that weren’t quite gems. I reached out and ran a finger over one of the oval-shaped beads, and Maxon wiggled the bracelet in his hand, which made me laugh.


    “Do you want me to put it on?” he offered.


    I nodded and stretched out the wrist that didn’t have Aspen’s button on it. Maxon placed the cool stones against my skin and tied the little ribbon that held them together.


    “Lovely,” he said.


    And there it was, pushing up through all the worries: hope.


    It lifted the heavy parts of my heart and made me miss him. I wanted to erase everything since Halloween, go back to that night, and hold on to those two people on the dance floor. And then, at the same time, it made my heart plummet. If we were back at Halloween, I wouldn’t have a reason to doubt this gift.


    Even if I let myself be everything my father said I was, everything Aspen said I wasn’t … I couldn’t be Kriss. Kriss was better.


    I was so tired and stressed and confused, I started crying.


    “America?” he asked hesitantly. “What’s wrong?”


    “I don’t understand.”


    “What don’t you understand?” he asked quietly. I mentally noted that he was doing much better around crying girls these days.


    “You,” I admitted. “I’m just really confused about you right now.” I wiped away a tear on one side of my face, and, so gently, Maxon’s hand moved to wipe the tears on the other.


    In a way, it was strange to have him touch me like that again. At the same time, it was so familiar that it would have seemed wrong if he hadn’t. Once the tears were gone, he left his hand there, cupping my face.


    “America,” he said earnestly, “if you ever want to know anything about me—what matters to me or who I am—all you need to do is ask.”


    He looked so sincere that I nearly did ask. I almost begged him to tell me everything: if he’d always considered Kriss, if he knew about the diaries, what it was about this perfect little bracelet that made him think of me.


    But how did I know it would be the truth? And—because I was slowly realizing he was the steadier choice—what about Aspen?


    “I don’t know if I’m ready to do that yet.”


    After a moment of thought, Maxon looked at me. “I understand. I think I do anyway. But we should talk about some serious things very soon. And when you’re ready, I’m here.”


    He didn’t press me; instead he stood, giving me a small bow before grabbing his camera and making his way to the door. He looked back at me one last time before disappearing into the hall, and I was surprised by how much I ached to see him go.

  


  
    CHAPTER 25


    “PRIVATE LESSONS?” SILVIA ASKED. “As in, several a week?”


    “Absolutely,” I replied.


    For the first time since I arrived, I was truly grateful for Silvia. I knew that there was no way she’d be able to resist having someone willing to hang on her every word; and if she was making me do extra work, it meant I could keep myself busy.


    Thinking about Maxon and Aspen and the diary and the girls was too much right now. Protocol was black-and-white. The steps for proposing a law were orderly. These were things I could master.


    Silvia looked at me, still slightly stunned, before she broke into a huge smile. Embracing me, she cried out, “Oh, this will be wonderful. Finally one of you understands how important this is!” She held me at arm’s length. “When do you want to start?”


    “Now?”


    She was bursting with delight. “Let me go get some books.”


    I dove into her studies, so grateful for the words and facts and statistics she crammed into my head. If I wasn’t with Silvia, I was reading up on something she’d assigned me as I spent countless hours in the Women’s Room, all but tuning out the other girls.


    I worked, and I was excited about the next time the five of us had a joint class.


    When that time came, Silvia started by asking us what we were passionate about. I scribbled down my family, music, and then, as if the word demanded to be written, justice.


    “The reason I ask is because the queen is typically in charge of a committee of some kind, something that benefits the country. Queen Amberly, for example, began a program for training families to take care of their mentally and physically infirmed members. So many get deposited in the streets once the families can no longer deal with them, and the amount of Eights grows to an unmanageable number. The statistics over the last ten years have proven that her program has helped keep the numbers lower, thus keeping the general population safer.”


    “Are we supposed to come up with a program like that?” Elise asked, sounding nervous.


    “Yes, that will be your new project,” Silvia said. “On the Capital Report in two weeks’ time, you’ll be asked to present your idea and propose how you might start it.”


    Natalie made a little squeak of a sound, and Celeste rolled her eyes. Kriss looked like she was already dreaming something up. Her instant enthusiasm made me nervous.


    I remembered Maxon talking about an upcoming elimination. I felt like Kriss and I were at a slight advantage, but still.


    “Is this really helpful?” Celeste asked. “I’d rather learn about something we’ll actually use.”


    I could tell that beneath her concerned tone, she was either bored with this idea already or intimidated by it.


    Silvia looked appalled. “You will use this! Whoever becomes the new princess will be in charge of a philanthropy project.”


    Celeste muttered something under her breath and started fiddling with a pen. I hated that she wanted the position with none of the responsibility.


    I’d make a better princess than she would, I thought. And in that moment I realized there was some truth to that. I didn’t have her connections or Kriss’s poise, but at least I cared. And wasn’t that worth something?


    For the first time in a while, I felt a true shot of enthusiasm course through me. Here was a project that would allow me to show off the one thing that separated me from the others. I was determined to pour myself into this and hopefully produce something that might genuinely make a difference. Maybe I’d still lose in the long run; maybe I wouldn’t even want to win. But I would be as close to a princess as I possibly could, and I would make my peace with the Selection.


    It was hopeless. Try as I might, I couldn’t come up with a single idea for my philanthropy project. I thought and read and thought some more. I asked my maids, but they had no ideas. I would have sought out Aspen, but I hadn’t heard from him in days. I guessed he was being extracautious with Maxon home.


    What was worse was that Kriss was clearly deep into her presentation. She skipped hours of time in the Women’s Room to go read; and when she was present, she had her nose in a book or was scribbling notes furiously.


    Damn.


    When Friday came, I felt like dying as I suddenly realized I only had a week left and no prospects on the horizon. During the Report, Gavril set up the structure for the next show, explaining that there would be a few brief announcements and then the rest of the evening would be dedicated to our presentations.


    A light sweat broke out on my forehead.


    I caught Maxon looking at me. He reached up and tugged his ear, and I wasn’t sure what to do. I didn’t quite want to say yes, but I didn’t want to just brush him off. I pulled on my ear, and he looked relieved.


    I fidgeted while I waited for him to show up, twiddling the ends of my hair and pacing around my room.


    Maxon’s knock was brief before he let himself in the way he used to. I stood, feeling I needed to be a bit more formal than usual. I could tell that I was being ridiculous, but I felt completely unable to stop it at the same time.


    “How are you?” he asked, crossing the room.


    “Honestly? Nervous.”


    “It’s because I’m so good-looking, isn’t it?”


    I laughed at the sympathetic face he made. “I should avert my eyes,” I said, playing along. “Actually, it’s mostly about that philanthropy project.”


    “Oh,” he said, sitting at my table. “You could run your presentation by me if you like. Kriss did.”


    I felt deflated. Of course she was done. “I don’t even have an idea yet,” I confessed, sitting across from him.


    “Ah. Yes, I can see how that would be stressful.”


    I gave him a look as if to say he had no idea.


    “What’s important to you? There has to be something that really touches you that the others might miss.” Maxon leaned back in the chair comfortably, one hand on the table.


    How was he so at ease? Couldn’t he see how on edge I was?


    “I’ve been thinking all week, and nothing’s come to mind.”


    He laughed quietly. “I would have thought that you’d have the easiest time. You’ve seen more hardships in your life than the other four combined.”


    “Exactly, but I’ve never known how to change any of it. That’s the problem.” I stared at the table, remembering Carolina with perfect clarity. “I can see it all … the Sevens who get injured doing their labor-heavy jobs and are suddenly downgraded to Eights because they can’t work anymore. The girls who walk the streets on the edge of curfew, wandering into the beds of lonely men for practically anything. The kids who never have enough—enough food, enough heat, enough love—because their parents are working themselves to death. I can remember my worst days like they’re nothing. But coming up with a feasible way to do anything about it?” I shook my head. “What could I possibly say?”


    I looked at him, hoping there was an answer in his eyes. There wasn’t.


    “You make an excellent point.” Then he was quiet.


    I thought over everything I said as well as his response. Did it mean that he knew more about Gregory’s plans than I thought? Or did it mean he felt guilty because he had so much when others had so little?


    He sighed. “This really wasn’t what I was hoping we’d talk about tonight.”


    “What did you have on your mind?”


    Maxon looked up at me as if I must be crazy. “You, of course.”


    I tucked my hair behind my ear. “What about me exactly?”


    He changed positions, angling his chair so we were a bit closer and leaning in as if this was a secret. “I thought that after you saw that Marlee was fine, things would change. I was sure you’d find a way to care about me again. But that hasn’t happened. Even tonight, you agreed to see me, but everything about you is standoffish.”


    So he did notice.


    I ran my fingers across the table, not looking him in the eyes. “It’s not exactly you I have a problem with. It’s the position.” I shrugged. “I thought you knew that.”


    “But after Marlee—”


    My head popped up. “After Marlee, things kept happening. I’ll have a grasp on what being a princess will mean one minute and lose it the next. I’m not like the other girls. I’m the lowest caste here; and Elise might have been a Four, but her family is way different from most Fours. They own so much, I’m surprised they haven’t bought their way up yet. And you were raised in this. It’s a serious change for me.”


    He nodded, his endless patience still there. “I do understand that, America. That’s part of why I wanted you to have time. But you need to consider me in this, too.”


    “I am.”


    “No, not like that. Not like I’m part of the equation. Consider my predicament. I don’t have much time left. This philanthropy project will be the springboard for another elimination. Surely, you’ve guessed that.”


    I lowered my head. Of course I had.


    “So what am I to do once it’s down to four? Give you more time? When it gets to three, I’m supposed to choose. If there are only three of you and you’re still debating if you want the responsibility, if you want the workload, if you want me … what am I supposed to do then?”


    I bit my lip. “I don’t know.”


    Maxon shook his head. “That’s not acceptable. I need an answer. Because I can’t send someone who really wants this—who wants me—home if you’re going to bail out in the end.”


    My breathing picked up. “So I have to give you an answer now? I don’t even know what I’m giving an answer to. Does saying I want to stay mean saying I want to be the one? Because I don’t know that.” I felt my muscles tensing, like they were preparing to run.


    “You don’t have to say anything now; but by the Report you need to know if you want this or not. I don’t like giving you an ultimatum, but you’re being a bit careless with my one shot.”


    He sighed before continuing. “That wasn’t where I wanted this conversation to go either. Maybe I should leave.” I could hear in his voice that he wanted me to ask him to stay, to tell him this was all going to work itself out.


    “I think you should,” I whispered.


    He shook his head, irritated, and stood. “Fine.” He walked across the room in quick, angry strides. “I’ll just go see what Kriss is doing.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 26


    I WENT DOWN FOR BREAKFAST on the late side. I didn’t want to risk running into Maxon or any of the girls alone. Before I made it to the stairs, Aspen came walking up the hall. I made an exasperated sound, and he looked around before approaching me.


    “Where have you been?” I quietly demanded.


    “Working, Mer. I’m a guard. I can’t control when and where they schedule me. I’ve stopped being placed on the round for your room.”


    I wanted to ask why, but this wasn’t the time. “I need to talk to you.”


    He thought for a moment. “At two, go to the end of the first-floor hallway, down past the hospital wing. I can be there, but not for long.” I nodded. He gave me a quick bow and went on his way before anyone noticed our conversation, and I continued downstairs, not feeling satisfied at all.


    I wanted to scream. Saturday being a day-long sentence to the Women’s Room was really unfair. When people came to visit, they wanted to see the queen, not us. When one of us was princess, that would probably change, but for now I was stuck watching Kriss pour over her presentation again. The others were reading things, too, notes or reports, and I felt sick to my stomach. I needed an idea and fast. I was sure Aspen would help me figure this out, and I had to start something tonight no matter what.


    As if she could read my thoughts, Silvia, who had been visiting with the queen, stopped by to see me.


    “How’s my star pupil?” she asked, keeping her voice low enough that the others wouldn’t notice.


    “Great.”


    “How is your project going? Do you need any help fine-tuning?” she offered.


    Fine-tuning? How was I supposed to tweak nothing?


    “It’s going great. You’re going to love it, I’m sure,” I lied.


    She cocked her head to the side. “Being a bit secretive are we?”


    “A bit.” I smiled.


    “That’s fine. You’ve been doing wonderful work lately. I’m sure it’ll be fantastic.” Silvia patted my shoulder as she headed out of the room.


    I was in so much trouble.


    The minutes passed so slowly that it was like a special kind of torture. Just before two I excused myself and went down the hallway. At the very end, there was a burgundy upholstered couch underneath a massive window. I sat to wait. I didn’t see a clock, but the minutes passed too slowly for comfort. Finally Aspen came around a corner.


    “About time.” I sighed.


    “What’s wrong?” he asked, standing by the couch, looking official.


    So much, I thought. So many things I can’t talk to you about.


    “We have this assignment, and I don’t know what to do. I can’t think of anything, and I’m stressed, and I can’t sleep,” I said spastically.


    He chuckled. “What’s the assignment? Tiara designing?”


    “No,” I said, shooting him a frustrated glare. “We have to come up with a project, something good for the country. Like Queen Amberly’s work with the disabled.”


    “This is what you’ve been worked up about?” he asked, shaking his head. “How is that stressful? That sounds like fun.”


    “I thought it would be, too. But I can’t come up with anything. What would you do?”


    Aspen thought for a moment. “I know! You should do a caste exchange program,” he said, his eyes glittering with excitement.


    “A what?”


    “A caste exchange program. People from the upper castes switch places with people from the lower castes so they can know what it feels like to walk in our shoes.”


    “I don’t think that would work, Aspen, at least not for this project.”


    “It’s a great idea,” he insisted. “Can you imagine someone like Celeste breaking her nails stocking shelves? It’d serve them right.”


    “What’s gotten into you? Aren’t some of the guards natural Twos? Aren’t they your friends now?”


    “Nothing’s gotten into me,” he answered defensively. “I’m the same as ever. You’re the one who’s forgotten what it was like to live in a house with no heat.”


    I straightened my back. “I haven’t forgotten. I’m trying to come up with a service project to stop things like that. Even if I go home, someone might use my idea, so I need it to be good. I want to help people.”


    “Don’t forget, Mer,” Aspen implored me with a quiet passion in his eyes. “This government sat by while you went without food. They let my brother get beaten in the square. All the talk in the world won’t undo what we are. They put us in a corner we could never get out of on our own, and they’re not in a rush to pull us out. Mer, they just don’t get it.”


    I huffed and stood.


    “Where are you going?” he asked.


    “Back to the Women’s Room,” I answered, starting to move.


    Aspen followed. “Are we seriously fighting over some stupid project?”


    I turned on him. “No. We’re fighting because you don’t get it either. I’m a Three now. And you’re a Two. Instead of being bitter about what we were handed, why can’t you see the chance you have? You can change your family’s life. You could probably change lots of lives. And all you want to do is settle the score. That’s not going to get anyone anywhere.”


    Aspen didn’t say anything, and I left. I tried not to be upset with him for being passionate about what he wanted. If anything, wasn’t that an admirable quality? But it made me think so much about the castes and how they couldn’t be undone that I started getting angry about the situation.


    Nothing was going to change it. So why bother?


    I played my violin. I took a bath. I tried to nap. I spent part of the evening sitting in a quiet room. I sat on my balcony.


    None of it mattered. It was getting dangerously late in the game, and I still had nothing for my project.


    I lay in bed for hours, trying to sleep and not getting far with that either. I kept flashing back to Aspen’s angry words, his constant struggle with his lot in life. I thought about Maxon and his ultimatum, his demand for me to commit. And then I wondered if any of this mattered anyway, since I was certainly going home as soon as I showed up Friday night without anything to present.


    I sighed and pulled back my blankets. I’d been avoiding looking at Gregory’s diary again; I was worried that it would give me more questions than answers. But maybe something in there would give me direction, something I could talk about on the Report.


    Besides, even if I couldn’t help myself, I had to know what happened to his daughter. I was pretty sure her name was Katherine, so I flipped through the book looking for any mention of her, ignoring everything else, until I found a picture of a girl standing next to a man who appeared to be much older. Maybe it was just my imagination, but she looked like she’d been crying.


    
      KATHERINE WAS FINALLY MARRIED TODAY TO EMIL DE MONPEZAT OF SWENDWAY. SHE SOBBED THE WHOLE WAY TO THE CHURCH UNTIL I MADE IT CLEAR THAT IF SHE DIDN’T STRAIGHTEN UP FOR THE CEREMONY, THERE’D BE HELL TO PAY AFTERWARD. HER MOTHER ISN’T HAPPY, AND I SUSPECT SPENCER IS UPSET NOW THAT HE’S AWARE OF HOW LITTLE HIS SISTER WANTED TO GO THROUGH WITH THIS. BUT SPENCER IS BRIGHT. I THINK HE’LL FALL INTO LINE QUICKLY ONCE HE SEES ALL THE POSSIBILITIES I’VE CREATED FOR HIM. AND DAMON IS SO SUPPORTIVE; I WISH I COULD TAKE WHATEVER IT IS IN HIS SYSTEM AND INJECT IT INTO THE REST OF THE POPULATION. THERE’S SOMETHING TO BE SAID FOR THE YOUNG. IT’S SPENCER AND DAMON’S GENERATION THAT HAS BEEN THE MOST HELPFUL IN GETTING ME WHERE I AM. THEIR ENTHUSIASM IS UNSWAYABLE, AND THEY ARE A FAR MORE POPULAR CROWD FOR OTHERS TO LISTEN TO THAN THE FEEBLE ELDERLY WHO INSIST WE’VE GONE DOWN THE WRONG PATH. I KEEP WONDERING IF THERE’S A WAY TO SILENCE THEM FOR GOOD THAT WOULDN’T MIRE MY NAME.


      EITHER WAY, WE ARE SLATED TO HAVE THE CORONATION TOMORROW. NOW THAT SWENDWAY HAS GOTTEN THE POWERFUL ALLY OF THE NORTH AMERICAN UNION, I CAN HAVE WHAT I WANT: A CROWN. I THINK THIS IS A FAIR TRADE. WHY SETTLE FOR PRESIDENT ILLÉA WHEN I CAN BE KING ILLÉA INSTEAD? THROUGH MY DAUGHTER, I’VE BEEN DEEMED ROYAL.


      EVERYTHING IS IN PLACE. AFTER TOMORROW THERE WILL BE NO TURNING BACK.

    


    He sold her. The pig sold his daughter to a man she hated so he could have everything he wanted.


    My instinct was to close the book again, to shut it all out. But I forced myself to flip through it, reading passages at random. In one place a rough diagram of the caste system was laid out, originally dreamed up with six tiers instead of eight. On another page he plotted to change people’s last names to separate them from their pasts. One line made it clear that he intended to punish his enemies by placing them lower on the scale and reward the loyal by placing them higher.


    I wondered if my great-grandparents simply had nothing to offer or if they had resisted this. I hoped it was the latter.


    What should my last name have been? Did Dad know?


    My whole life I’d been led to believe that Gregory Illéa was a hero, the person who saved our country when we were on the edge of oblivion. Clearly, he was nothing more than a power-hungry monster. What kind of man manipulated people so willingly? What kind of man hawked his daughter for his own convenience?


    I looked at the older entries I’d read in a new light. He never said he wanted to be a great family man; he just wanted to look like one. He would play by Wallis’s rules for now. He was using his son’s peers to gain support. He was playing a game from the very beginning.


    I felt nauseated. I stood and paced the floor, trying to wrap my head around it all.


    How had an entire history been forgotten? How was it that no one ever spoke of the old countries? Where was all this information? Why didn’t anyone know?


    I opened my eyes and looked to the sky. It seemed impossible. Surely, someone would have disapproved, would have told their children the truth. But then again, maybe they had. I’d often wondered why Dad never let me talk about the timeworn history book he had hidden in his room, why the history I did know about Illéa was never in print. Maybe it was because, if it was there in writing that Illéa was a hero, people would have rioted. But if it was always a point of speculation, where one person insisted it was a certain way and another denied it, how would anyone ever hold on to the truth?


    I wondered if Maxon knew.


    Suddenly a memory came to me. Not so long ago, Maxon and I had our first kiss. It was so unexpected that I had pulled away, leaving him embarrassed. Then when I realized that I wanted Maxon to kiss me, I suggested that we simply erase that memory and plant a new one.


    America, he’d said, I don’t think you can change history. To which I replied, Sure we can. Besides, who’d ever know about it but you and me?


    I’d meant it as a joke. Surely, if he and I end up together, we’d remember what really happened no matter how silly it was. We’d never actually replace it with a more perfect-sounding story simply for the sake of show.


    But the whole Selection was a show. If Maxon and I were ever asked about our first kiss, would we tell anyone the truth? Or would we keep that little detail a secret between the two of us? When we died, no one would know, and that fraction of a moment that was so important to who we were would be gone.


    Could it be that simple? Tell one story to one generation and repeat it until it was accepted as fact? How often had I asked someone older than Mom or Dad what they knew or what their parents had seen? They were old. What did they know? It was so arrogant of me to discount them completely. I felt so stupid.


    But the important issue wasn’t how this all made me feel. The important issue was what I was going to do with it.


    I’d lived my whole life stuck in a hole in our society; and because I loved music, I didn’t complain. But I had wanted to be with Aspen, and because he was a Six, it was harder than it had to be. If Gregory Illéa hadn’t coldly designed the laws of our country, sitting comfortably at his desk all those years ago, then Aspen and I wouldn’t have fought and I never would have cared about Maxon. Maxon wouldn’t even be a prince. Marlee’s hands would still be intact, and she and Carter wouldn’t be living in a room barely big enough for their bed. Gerad, my sweet baby brother, could study all the science he wanted instead of pushing himself into the arts for which he had no passion.


    By obtaining a comfy life in a beautiful house, Gregory Illéa had robbed most of the country of its ability to ever attempt to have the very same thing.


    Maxon said if I wanted to know who he was, all I had to do was ask. I’d been afraid to face the possibility of him being this person, but I had to know. If I was meant to make a decision about being a part of the Selection or going home, I needed to know exactly what he was made of.


    Donning my slippers and robe, I left my room, passing the nameless guard on my way.


    “You all right, miss?” he asked.


    “Yes. I’ll be back soon.”


    He looked like he wanted to say more, but I left too quickly for him to speak. I headed up the stairs to the third floor. Unlike the other floors, guards stood at the landing, preventing me from simply walking to Maxon’s door.


    “I need to speak to the prince,” I said, trying to sound firm.


    “It’s very late, miss,” the one to the left said.


    “Maxon won’t mind,” I promised.


    The one to the right smirked a little. “I don’t think he’d appreciate any company right now, miss.”


    My forehead creased in thought as I played that sentence in my head again.


    He was with another girl.


    I had to assume it was Kriss, sitting there in his room, talking, laughing, or maybe giving up on her no-kissing rule.


    A maid came around the corner with a tray in her hands, passing me as she descended the stairs. I stepped to the side, trying to decide if I should push the guards to let me through anyway or give up. As I went to open my mouth again, the guard cut me off.


    “You need to go back to bed, miss.”


    I wanted to yell at them or do something because I felt so powerless. It wouldn’t help, though, so I left. I heard the one guard—the smirking one—mumble something as I walked away, and that made it worse. Was he making fun of me? Feeling sorry for me? I didn’t need his pity. I was feeling bad enough on my own.


    When I got back to the second floor, I was surprised to see that the maid who had passed me was there, kneeling as if she was adjusting her shoe but clearly doing nothing of the sort. She raised her head as I approached, picking up her tray and walking toward me.


    “He’s not in his room,” she whispered.


    “Who? Maxon?”


    She nodded. “Try downstairs.”


    I smiled, shaking my head in surprise. “Thank you.”


    She shrugged. “He’s not anywhere you couldn’t find him if you looked anyway. Besides,” she said, her eyes full of admiration, “we like you.”


    She moved away, heading down to the first floor very quickly. I wondered exactly who “we” was, but for now, her simple act of kindness was enough. I stood for a moment, leaving some space between the two of us, and headed downstairs.


    The Great Room was open but empty, as was the dining room. I checked the Women’s Room, thinking that would be a funny place to go on a date, but they weren’t there either. I asked the guards by the door, and they assured me that Maxon hadn’t gone into the gardens, so I checked a few of the libraries and parlors before guessing that he and Kriss must have either parted ways or gone back to his room.


    Giving up, I turned a corner and headed for the back stairwell, which was closer than the main one. I didn’t see anything; but as I approached, I heard the distinct hiss of a whisper. I slowed, not wanting to intrude and not completely sure where the sound was coming from.


    Another whisper.


    A flirtatious giggle.


    A warm sigh.


    The sounds focused, and I was certain where they were coming from. I took one more step forward, looked to my left, and saw a couple embracing in the shadows. After the image settled and my eyes adjusted to the light, a shock went through me.


    Maxon’s blond hair was unmistakable, even in the darkness. How many times had I seen it just so in the dim light of the gardens? But what I’d never seen before, never imagined before, was how that hair would look with Celeste’s long fingers, nails painted red, digging into it.


    Maxon was all but pinned to the wall by Celeste’s body. Her free hand was pressed against his chest, and her leg was wrapped around his, the slit of her dress revealing her long leg, tinted slightly blue in the dark of the hall. She pulled back slightly, only to fall back into him slowly, teasing him it seemed.


    I kept waiting for him to tell her to get off him, to tell her she wasn’t what he wanted. But he didn’t. Instead he kissed her. She lavished in it and giggled again at his affection. He whispered something in her ear, and Celeste leaned in and kissed him, deeper, harder than before. The strap of her dress fell off her shoulder, leaving what seemed like miles of exposed skin down her back. Neither of them bothered to fix it.


    I was frozen. I wanted to scream or cry, but my throat felt constricted. Why, of everyone, did it have to be her?


    Celeste’s lips slid off Maxon’s and settled onto his neck. She gave another obnoxious giggle and kissed him once more. Maxon closed his eyes and smiled. With Celeste no longer blocking him, I was in Maxon’s line of sight.


    I meant to run. I meant to disappear, to evaporate. Instead I stood there.


    So when Maxon opened his eyes, he saw me.


    As Celeste drew pictures in kisses up and down his neck, Maxon and I merely stared at each other. His smile now gone, Maxon had suddenly turned to stone. The shock in his eyes willed me finally to move. Celeste didn’t notice, so I backed away quietly, not even stirring a breath.


    Once I was out of earshot, I broke into a run, blazing past all the guards and butlers working late into the night. The tears started coming before I made it up the main stairway.


    I pulled myself up and moved quickly to my room. I pushed past the concerned guard and through the doorway, sitting on my bed facing the balcony. In the quiet stillness of my room, I felt my heart ache. So stupid, America. So stupid.


    I’d go home. I’d forget this ever happened. And I’d marry Aspen.


    Aspen was the only person I could count on.


    It wasn’t long before there was a knock on my door, and Maxon came in without waiting for an answer. He stormed across the room, looking about as angry as I was.


    Before he could say a word, I confronted him.


    “You lied to me.”


    “What? When?”


    “When haven’t you been? How could the same person who talked about proposing to me want to be caught dead in a hallway with someone like her?”


    “What I do with her has absolutely nothing to do with how I feel about you.”


    “You’re joking, right? Or because you’re the next king, I suppose it’s acceptable for you to have half-naked girls draped across you whenever you like?”


    Maxon looked stricken. “No. That’s not what I think at all.”


    “Why her?” I asked, looking to the ceiling. “Why, of anyone on the planet, would you want her?”


    When I looked to Maxon for an answer, he was shaking his head and looking around the room.


    “Maxon, she’s an actress, a fake. You have to be able to see that under all that makeup, and the push-up bra is nothing but a girl who wants to manipulate you to get what she wants.”


    Maxon huffed out a laugh. “Actually, I do.”


    I was taken aback by his calm. “Then why—”


    But I already had my answer.


    He knew. Of course he knew. He’d been raised here. Gregory’s diaries were probably his bedtime stories. I didn’t know why I’d expected otherwise.


    How naive had I been? When I kept thinking that there was a better option than me for his princess, I’d been imagining Kriss. She was lovely and patient and a million things that I wasn’t. But I’d been seeing her next to a different Maxon. For the man he would have to be to follow in Gregory Illéa’s footsteps, the only girl here for him was Celeste. No one else would be so content to keep a country under her thumb.


    “That’s it,” I said, wiping my hands in front of me. “You wanted a decision, and here it is: I am done with this. I’m done with the Selection, I’m done with all the lies, and I am especially done with you. God, I can’t believe how stupid I was.”


    “You’re not done, America,” he contradicted me quickly, his stance saying as much as his words. “You’re done when I say you are. You’re upset right now, but you aren’t done.”


    I gripped my hair, feeling like I was seconds away from pulling it all out by the roots. “What is wrong with you? Are you delusional? What makes you think that I will ever be okay with what I just saw? I hate that girl. And you were kissing her. I want nothing to do with you.”


    “Good God, woman, you never let me get a word in edgewise!”


    “What could you possibly say that could explain that away? Just send me home. I don’t want to be here anymore.”


    Our conversation had been going back and forth so quickly that his silence was startling.


    “No.”


    I was enraged. Wasn’t this exactly what he’d been asking for? “Maxon Schreave, you are nothing but a child who has his hands on a toy that he doesn’t want but can’t stand for someone else to have.”


    Quietly, Maxon spoke. “I understand that you’re angry, but—”


    I shoved him. “I’m beyond angry!”


    Maxon remained calm. “America, do not call me a child. And do not push me.”


    I shoved him again. “What are you going to do about it?”


    Maxon grabbed my wrists, pinning my arms behind my back, and I saw the anger in his eyes. I was glad it was there. I wanted him to provoke me. I wanted a reason to hurt him. I could tear him to bits right now.


    But there was no rage in him. Instead I felt the warm buzz of electricity that had been missing for a long time. Maxon’s face was inches from mine, his eyes searching my own, perhaps wondering how he’d be received, perhaps not caring at all. Though it was all wrong, I still wanted it. My lips parted before I realized what was happening.


    I shook my head to clear it and stepped back, moving toward the balcony. He didn’t put up a fight as I pulled away. I took a few steadying breaths before I turned to him.


    “Are you going to send me home?” I asked quietly.


    Maxon shook his head, either unable or unwilling to speak.


    I ripped his bracelet off my wrist and threw it across the room. “Then go,” I whispered.


    I turned back to look out my balcony and waited a few heavy moments to hear the click of the door. Once he left, I fell to the floor and sobbed.


    He and Celeste were so much alike. Everything about them was a show. And I knew that he would spend the rest of his life sweet-talking the public into thinking he was wonderful, all the while keeping them trapped where they were. Just like Gregory.


    I sat on my floor, legs crossed under my nightgown. As upset as I was with Maxon, I was even more upset with myself. I should have fought harder. I should have done more. I shouldn’t be sitting here so defeated.


    I wiped the tears away and assessed the situation. I was done with Maxon, but I was still here. I was done with the competition, but I still had a presentation due. Aspen might not think I was tough enough to be a princess—and he was right—but he did have faith in me. I knew that. And so did my father. And so did Nicoletta.


    I wasn’t here to win anymore. So how could I go out with a bang?

  


  
    CHAPTER 27


    WHEN SILVIA ASKED WHAT I would need for my presentation, I told her a small desk for some books and an easel for a poster I was designing. She was particularly excited about my poster. I was the only girl here with any true experience making art.


    I spent hours writing my speech onto note cards so I wouldn’t miss anything, flagging sections in books to be my resources midpresentation, and rehearsing it in the mirror to get through the parts that particularly worried me. I tried not to think too hard about what I was doing; otherwise my whole body started trembling.


    I asked Anne to make me a dress that looked innocent, which made her eyebrows pucker.


    “You make it sound like we’ve been sending you out in lingerie,” she said mockingly.


    I chuckled. “That’s not what I mean at all. You know I love all the dresses you’ve made me. I just want to seem … angelic.”


    She smiled to herself. “I think we can come up with something.”


    They must have been working like crazy, because I didn’t see Anne, Mary, or Lucy the day of the Report until the hour before it started, when they came bustling in with the dress. It was white, gauzy, and light, adorned with one long stream of green and blue tulle running along the right side. The bottom fell in such a way that it looked like a cloud, and its empire waist added a level of virtue and grace to the gown. I felt lovely in that dress. It was by far my favorite of everything they’d designed for me, and I was glad it worked out that way. It would probably be the last dress of theirs I’d ever wear.


    It had been hard to keep my plan a secret, but I did. When the girls asked what I was doing, I simply said it was a surprise. I got a few skeptical looks for that, but I didn’t care. I asked my maids not to touch the things on my desk, not even to clean, and they obeyed, leaving my notes facedown.


    No one knew.


    The person I most wanted to tell was Aspen, but I refrained. Part of me feared he would talk me out of it, and I would cave. Another part feared he would be far too gung-ho.


    As my maids worked to make me look beautiful, I stared into the mirror and knew I was walking into this alone. And that was for the best. I didn’t want anyone—not my maids, not the other girls, and especially not Aspen—to get in trouble for my actions.


    All that was left to do was to put things in order.


    “Anne, Mary, would you please go get me some tea?”


    They looked at each other. “Both of us?” Mary clarified.


    “Yes, please.”


    They looked suspicious but curtsied and left all the same. Once they were gone, I turned to Lucy.


    “Sit with me,” I invited, pulling her down to the padded bench on which I was sitting. She complied, and I asked her simply, “Are you happy?”


    “Miss?”


    “You’ve seemed kind of sad lately. I was wondering if you were all right.”


    She dropped her head. “Is it that obvious?”


    “A little,” I admitted, wrapping my arm around her and holding her close. She sighed and placed her head on my shoulder. I was so happy that she forgot the invisible boundaries between us for a moment.


    “Have you ever wanted something you couldn’t have?”


    I snorted. “Lucy, before I came here I was a Five. There were too many things I couldn’t have to bother counting.”


    In a very un-Lucy-like manner, a single tear fell to her cheek. “I don’t know what to do. I’m stuck.”


    I straightened up and made her face me. “Lucy, I want you to know I think you can do anything, be anything. I think you’re an amazing girl.”


    She gave me a weak smile. “Thank you, miss.”


    I knew we didn’t have much time. “Listen, I need you to do something for me. I wasn’t sure if I could count on the others, but I’m trusting you.”


    Though she looked confused, I could tell she meant it when she said, “Anything.”


    I reached over to one of the drawers and pulled out a letter. “Could you give this to Officer Leger?”


    “Officer Leger?”


    “I wanted to tell him thank-you for how kind he’s been, and I thought it might be inappropriate to give him a letter myself. You know.” It was a lame excuse, but it was the only way I could explain to Aspen why I did what I was going to do and to tell him good-bye. I assumed I wouldn’t have much time in the palace after tonight.


    “I can get this to him within the hour,” she said eagerly.


    “Thank you.” Tears threatened to come, but I pushed them down. I was scared, but there were so many reasons this needed to be done.


    We all deserved better. My family, Marlee and Carter, Aspen, even my maids were all stuck because of Gregory’s plans. I would think of them.


    When I walked into the studio for the Report, I was clutching an armful of marked books and a portfolio for my poster. The setup was the same as always—the king’s, queen’s, and Maxon’s seats to the right near the door, the Selected in seats on the left—but in the middle, where there was usually a podium for the king to speak at or a set of chairs for interviews, there was a space for our presentations instead. I saw a desk and my easel, but also a screen that I assumed someone was showing slides on. That was impressive. I wondered who had found the resources to go that far.


    I went over to the last open chair—next to Celeste, unfortunately—and placed my portfolio beside me, keeping my books on my lap. Natalie had a few books, too; and Elise was reading through her notes over and over. Kriss was looking toward the sky and appeared to be reciting her presentation mentally. Celeste was checking her makeup.


    Silvia was there, which sometimes happened when we had to discuss something she’d briefed us on, and today she was beside herself. This was probably the hardest we’d worked to date, and it would all reflect back on her.


    I inhaled sharply. I’d forgotten about Silvia. Too late now.


    “You look beautiful, ladies, fantastic!” she said as she approached. “Now that you’re all here, I want to explain a few things. First, the king will get up and give a few announcements, and then Gavril will introduce the topic of the evening: your philanthropy presentations.”


    Silvia, usually a level-headed, palace-hardened machine, was giddy. She was actually bouncing as she spoke. “Now, I know you’ve been practicing. You have eight minutes; and if anyone has a question for you afterward, Gavril will facilitate that. Remember to stay alert and poised. The country is watching you! If you get lost, take a breath and move on. You’re going to be wonderful. Oh, and you’ll be going in the order in which you’re seated, so Lady Natalie, you’re first; and Lady America will be last. Good luck, girls!”


    Silvia skipped off to check and double-check things, and I tried to calm myself. Last. I guessed that was a good thing. I supposed Natalie had it worse by being first up. Looking over, I saw her breaking into a sweat. It must be torture for her to try and focus like this. I couldn’t help but stare at Celeste. She didn’t know I’d seen her and Maxon, and I kept wondering why she never told anyone about it. The fact that she kept it to herself led me to believe it wasn’t the first time.


    That made it so much worse.


    “Nervous?” I asked, watching her pick at something on her nail.


    “No. This is a stupid idea, and no one really cares. I’ll be glad when it’s over. And I’m a model,” she said, finally looking at me. “I’m naturally good at being in front of an audience.”


    “You do seem to have mastered how to pose,” I mumbled.


    I could see the wheels turning as she tried to weed out the insult in there. She ended up rolling her eyes and looking away.


    Just then the king walked in with the queen by his side. They were speaking in whispers, and it looked very important. A moment later, Maxon entered, adjusting his cuff links as he made his way to his seat. He came across so innocent, so clean in his suit; I had to remind myself that I knew better.


    He looked over at me. I wasn’t going to be intimidated and turn away first, so I stared back. Then, tentatively, Maxon reached up and tugged at his ear. I slowly shook my head with an expression that conveyed we would never speak again if I had anything to do with it.


    A cold sweat broke out on my entire body as the presentations started. Natalie’s proposal was short. And slightly misinformed.


    She claimed that everything the rebels were doing was hateful and wrong, and their presence should be outlawed to keep Illéa’s provinces safer. We all stared at her quietly once she was done. How did she not know that everything they did was already considered illegal?


    The queen’s face in particular seemed incredibly sad as Natalie sat back down.


    Elise proposed a program that would involve members of the upper castes getting involved in a pen pal–type of relationship with people in New Asia. She suggested that it would help strengthen the bonds between our countries and aid in ending the war. I wasn’t sure that it would do any good, but it was a fresh reminder to Maxon and the public of the reason she was still here. The queen asked if she happened to know anyone in New Asia who would be open to being in the program, and Elise assured her that she did.


    Kriss’s presentation was spectacular. She wanted to revamp the public school systems, which I already knew was an idea near and dear to both the queen’s and Maxon’s hearts. As the daughter of a professor, I was sure she’d been thinking about this her whole life. She used the screen to show pictures from her home province’s school that her parents had sent to her. It was plain to see the exhaustion on the teachers’ faces, and in one picture it showed a room where four children were sitting on the floor since there weren’t enough chairs. The queen piped up with dozens of questions, and Kriss was quick to answer. Using copies of old reports about financial issues we’d read, she’d even found a place where we could borrow the money to start the work and had ideas on how to continue the funding.


    As she sat down, I saw Maxon give her a smile and a nod. She responded by blushing and studying the lace on her dress. It was really cruel of him to play with her like that, considering how intimate he was with Celeste. But I was done interfering. Let him do what he wanted.


    Celeste’s presentation was interesting, if slightly manipulative. She suggested that there be a minimum-payment wage for some of the lower castes. It would be a sliding scale, based on certifications. However, to get these certifications, the Fives, Sixes, and Sevens would have to go to school … which they would have to pay for … which would mostly benefit the Threes, as they were the authorized teachers. Since Celeste was a Two, she had no idea how we had to work around the clock to make ends meets. No one would have the time to get these certifications, meaning their pay would never change. On the surface it sounded nice, but there was no way it would work.


    Celeste returned to her seat, and I trembled when I stood. For a brief second I considered pretending to pass out. But I wanted this to happen. I just didn’t want to face what would come after.


    I placed my poster—a diagram of the castes—on the easel, and set my books in order on the desk. I took a deep breath and gripped my cards, surprised to find that when I started, I didn’t even need them.


    “Good evening, Illéa. Tonight I come to you not as one of the Elite, not as a Three or a Five, but as a citizen, an equal. Based on your caste, your experience of our country is shaded a very specific way. I can say that for certain myself. But it wasn’t until recently that I understood how deep my love for Illéa went.


    “Despite growing up sometimes without food or electricity, despite watching people I love forced into the stations we are assigned at birth with little hope for change, despite seeing the gaps between myself and others because of this number even though we aren’t very different”—I looked over to the girls—“I find myself in love with our country.”


    I switched the card automatically, knowing the break. “What I propose wouldn’t be simple. It might even be painful, but I genuinely believe it would benefit our entire kingdom.” I inhaled. “I think we should eliminate the castes.”


    I heard more than one gasp. I chose to ignore them.


    “I know there was a time, when our country was new, when the assignment of these numbers helped organize something that was on the brink of not existing. But we are no longer that country. We are so much more now. To allow the talentless to have exalted privileges and suppress what could be the greatest minds in the world for the sake of an archaic organization system is cruel, and it only stops us from becoming the best we can be.”


    I noted a poll from one of Celeste’s discarded magazines after we talked about having a volunteer army, and sixty-five percent of the people thought it was a good idea. Why eliminate that career path completely for people? I also cited an old report we had studied about the standardized testing in the public schools. The article was slanted, stating that only three percent of Sixes and Sevens tested to elevated levels of intelligence; and since it was so low, it was clear they were intended to stay where they were. My argument was that we ought to be ashamed that those people are stuck digging ditches when they could be performing heart surgeries.


    Finally the daunting task was nearly over. “Perhaps our country is flawed, but we cannot deny its strength. My fear is that, without change, that strength will become stagnate. And I love our country too much to let that happen. I hope too much to let that happen.”


    I swallowed, grateful that at least it was over now. “Thank you for your time,” I said, and turned slightly toward the royal family.


    It was bad. Maxon’s face was stony again, like the way he’d looked when Marlee was caned. The queen averted her eyes, looking disappointed. The king, however, stared me down.


    Without so much as a blink, he focused in on me. “And how do you suggest we eliminate the castes?” he challenged. “Just suddenly take them all away?”


    “Oh … I don’t know.”


    “And you don’t think that would cause riots? Complete mayhem? Allow for rebels to take advantage of public confusion?”


    I hadn’t thought this part through. All I could process was how unfair it all was.


    “I think the creation caused a decent amount of confusion, and we managed that. In fact”—I reached to my pile of books—“I have a description here.”


    I started looking for the right page in Gregory’s diary.


    “Are we off?” he bellowed.


    “Yes, Majesty,” someone called.


    I looked up and saw that all the lights that usually indicated that the cameras were on had gone dim. In some gesture I’d missed, the king had shut down the Report.


    The king stood. “Point them to the ground.” Each camera was aimed to the floor.


    He stormed over to me and ripped the diary from my hands.


    “Where did you get this?” he yelled.


    “Father, stop!” Maxon jogged up nervously.


    “Where did she get this? Answer me!”


    Maxon confessed. “From me. We were looking up what Halloween was. He wrote about it in the diaries, and I thought she’d like to read more.”


    “You idiot,” the king spat. “I knew I should have made you read these sooner. You’re completely lost. You have no clue of the duty you have!”


    Oh, no. Oh, no, no, no.


    “She leaves tonight,” King Clarkson ordered. “I’ve had enough of her.”


    I tried to shrink down, distance myself from the king as much as I could without being obvious. I tried not to even breathe too loudly. I turned my head toward the girls, for some reason focusing on Celeste. I’d expected her to be smiling, but she was nervous. The king had never been like this.


    “You can’t send her home. That’s my choice, and I say she stays,” Maxon responded calmly.


    “Maxon Calix Schreave, I am the king of Illéa, and I say—”


    “Could you stop being the king for five minutes and just be my father?” Maxon yelled. “This is my choice. You got to make yours, and I want to make mine. No one else is leaving without my say so!”


    I saw Natalie lean in to Elise. They both looked like they were shaking.


    “Amberly, take this back to where it belongs,” he said, shoving the book in her hand. She stood there, nodding her head but not moving. “Maxon, I need to see you in my office.”


    I watched Maxon; and maybe I only imagined it, but it looked like panic flickered briefly behind his eyes.


    “Or,” the king offered, “I could simply talk to her.” He gestured over to me.


    “No,” Maxon said quickly, holding up a hand in protest. “That won’t be necessary. Ladies,” he added, turning to us, “why don’t you all head upstairs? We’ll have dinner sent to you tonight.” He paused. “America, maybe you should go ahead and collect your things. Just in case.”


    The king smiled, an eerie action after his recent explosion. “Excellent idea. After you, son.”


    I looked at Maxon, who seemed defeated. I felt ashamed. Maxon opened his mouth to say something, but in the end he shook his head and walked away.


    Kriss was wringing her hands, looking after Maxon. I couldn’t blame her. Something about all of this seemed menacing.


    “Clarkson?” Queen Amberly said quietly. “What about the other matter?”


    “What?” he asked in irritation.


    “The news?” she reminded him.


    “Oh, yes.” He walked back toward us. I was close enough that I decided to retreat into my chair, afraid of being out there alone again. King Clarkson’s voice was steady and calm. “Natalie, we didn’t want to tell you before the Report, but we’ve received some bad news.”


    “Bad news?” she asked, fiddling with her necklace, already too anxious.


    The king came closer. “Yes. I’m very sorry for your loss, but it appears the rebels took your sister this morning.”


    “What?” she whispered.


    “Her remains were found this afternoon. We’re sorry.” To his credit, there was something close to sympathy in his voice, though it sounded more like training than genuine emotion.


    He quickly returned to Maxon, escorting him forcefully out the door as Natalie broke into an ear-shattering scream. The queen rushed over to her, smoothing her hair and trying to calm her down. Celeste, never too sisterly, quietly left the room, with an overwhelmed Elise close behind. Kriss stayed and tried to comfort Natalie, but once it was clear that she couldn’t do much, she left as well. The queen told Natalie there would be guards with her parents for good measure and that she would be able to leave for the funeral if she wanted to, holding on to her the whole time.


    Everything had gotten so dark so quickly, I found myself frozen in my seat.


    When the hand appeared in front of my face, I was so startled, I shied away.


    “I won’t hurt you,” Gavril said. “Just want to help you up.” His lapel pin shimmered, reflecting the light.


    I gave him my hand, surprised by how shaky my legs were.


    “He must love you very much,” Gavril said once I had my footing.


    I couldn’t look at him. “What makes you say that?”


    Gavril sighed. “I’ve known Maxon since he was a child. He’s never stood up to his father like that.”


    Gavril walked away then, talking to the crew about keeping all that they had heard tonight quiet.


    I went to Natalie. It wasn’t like I knew everything about her, but I was sure she loved her sister the way I loved May; and I couldn’t imagine the ache she must be feeling.


    “Natalie, I’m so sorry,” I whispered. She nodded. That was the most she could manage.


    The queen looked up at me sympathetically, not sure how to convey all her sadness. “And … I’m sorry to you, too. I wasn’t trying to … I just …”


    “I know, dear.”


    With how Natalie was doing, asking for more of a good-bye was too selfish, so I gave the queen a final, deep curtsy and slowly left the room, wallowing in the disaster I’d created.

  


  
    CHAPTER 28


    THE LAST THING I WAS expecting when I walked in my doorway was the smattering of applause from my maids.


    I stood there for a moment, genuinely moved by their support and comforted by the shining pride in their faces. Once they were done making me blush, Anne took me by the hands.


    “Well said, miss.” She gave a gentle squeeze, and I saw in her eyes so much joy over my words, for a second I didn’t feel so awful.


    “I can’t believe you did that! No one ever stands up for us!” Mary added.


    “Maxon has to pick you,” Lucy cried. “You’re the only one who gives me hope.”


    Hope.


    I needed to think, and the one place I could really do that was the gardens. Though my maids were insistent that I stay, I left, taking the long way, down a back stairwell on the other end of the hall. Besides the occasional guard, the first floor was empty and quiet. It felt like the palace should be bustling with activity, given how much had happened in the last half hour or so.


    As I passed the hospital wing, the door flew open and I ran right into Maxon, who dropped a sealed metal box. He groaned after we collided, even though it really wasn’t that hard.


    “What are you doing out of your room?” he asked, slowly bending to pick up the box. I noticed it had his name on the side. I wondered what he was storing in the hospital wing.


    “I was going to the gardens. I’m trying to figure out if I did something stupid or not.”


    Maxon appeared to be having a difficult time standing. “Oh, I can assure you it was stupid.”


    “Do you need help?”


    “No,” he answered quickly, avoiding my eyes. “Just heading to my room. And I suggest you do the same.”


    “Maxon.” The quiet plea in my voice made him look at me. “I’m so sorry. I was mad, and I wanted to … I don’t even know anymore. And you were the one who said there were perks to being a One, that you could change things.”


    He rolled his eyes. “You’re not a One.” There was a silence between us. “Even if you were, did you not pay attention at all to the way I’m doing things? It’s quiet and small. That’s how it has to be for now. You can’t go on television complaining about the way things are run and expect to have my father’s, or anyone’s, support.”


    “I’m sorry!” I cried. “I’m so, so sorry.”


    He paused for a moment. “I’m not sure that—”


    We heard the shouting at the same time. Maxon turned and started walking, and I followed, trying to make sense of the sound. Was someone fighting? As we got closer to the intersection of the main hallway and the doors to the gardens, we saw guards come flooding toward the area.


    “Sound the alarm!” someone called. “They’re through the gates!”


    “Guns at the ready!” another guard yelled over the shouts.


    “Alert the king!”


    And then, like bees intent on landing, small, quick things buzzed into the hall. A guard was struck and fell back, his head hitting the marble with a disturbing crack. The blood pouring from his chest made me scream.


    Maxon instinctively pulled me away, but not very quickly. Perhaps he was in shock as well.


    “Your Majesty!” a guard called, racing over to us. “You have to get downstairs now!”


    He gruffly turned Maxon around and shoved him away. Maxon cried out and dropped the metal box again. I looked over at the guard’s hand on Maxon, expecting to see that he’d driven a knife into his back based on the sound Maxon had made. All I saw was a thick, pewter ring around his thumb. I picked up the box by the handle on the side, hoping that didn’t mess up anything inside, and ran in the direction the guard was trying to move us.


    “I won’t make it,” Maxon said.


    I turned back to him and saw that he was sweating. Something was really wrong with him.


    “Yes, sir,” the guard said grimly. “This way.”


    He pulled Maxon around a corner to what appeared to be a dead end. I wondered if he was going to leave us there when he hit some invisible trigger on the wall and another one of the palace’s mysterious doors opened. It was so dark inside, I couldn’t see where it went; but Maxon walked in, hunched over, without a second thought.


    “Tell my mother that America and I are safe. Do that before anything else,” he said.


    “Absolutely, sir. I’ll come back for you myself when this is over.”


    The siren sounded. I hoped that was fast enough to save everyone.


    Maxon nodded and the door closed, leaving us in complete darkness. The seal was so secure, I couldn’t even make out the sound of the alarm. I heard Maxon’s hand rubbing against the wall, and he eventually came upon a switch that dimly lit the room. I looked around and surveyed the space.


    There were some shelves that held a bunch of dark, plastic packages and a different shelf that held a few thin blankets. In the middle of the tiny space was one wooden bench big enough to seat maybe four people, and in the opposite corner was a small sink and what looked like a very crude toilet. Hooks lined one wall, but there was nothing on them; and the whole room smelled like the metal that appeared to make up the walls.


    “At least this is one of the good ones,” Maxon said, and hobbled over to the bench to sit.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing,” he said quietly, and propped up his head on his arms.


    I sat beside him, placing the metal box on the bench and looking around the room again.


    “I’m guessing those were Southern rebels?”


    Maxon nodded. I tried to slow my breathing and erase what I’d just seen from my mind. Would that guard survive? Could anyone survive something like that?


    I wondered how far the rebels had gotten in the time it took us to hide. Was the alarm fast enough?


    “Are we safe here?”


    “Yes. This is one of the places for servants. If they happen to be down in the kitchen and storage area, they’re pretty safe as it is. But the ones running about doing chores might not be able to get there quickly enough. It’s not quite as safe as the big room for the royal family, and we have supplies to survive down there for quite some time; but these work in a pinch.”


    “Do the rebels know?”


    “They might,” he said, wincing as he sat up a bit straighter. “But they can’t get in once the rooms are in use. There are only three ways out. Someone with a key has to activate it from the outside, someone with a key can activate it from the inside”—Maxon patted his pocket, implying that he could get us out if he had to—“or you have to wait for two days. After forty-eight hours, the doors automatically open. The guards check every safe room once the danger has passed, but there’s always a chance they could miss one; and without the delayed-unlocking mechanism, someone could be stuck in here forever.”


    It took him awhile to get all this out. He was clearly in pain, but it seemed that he was trying to distract himself with the words. He leaned forward and then hissed when the action added to whatever was hurting him.


    “Maxon?”


    “I can’t … I can’t take it anymore. America, help with my coat?”


    He held out his arm, and I jumped up to help him slide his coat down his back. He let it drop behind him and moved to his buttons. I started helping him, but he stopped me, holding my hands in his.


    “Your record for keeping secrets isn’t that impressive right now. But this is one that goes to your grave. And mine. Do you understand?”


    I nodded, though I wasn’t sure what he meant. Maxon released my hands, and I slowly unbuttoned his shirt. I wondered if he’d ever imagined me doing this. I could admit that I had. Halloween night, I had lain in bed and dreamed of this very second in our future. I thought it would be much different. Still, a thrill went through me.


    I had been raised a musician, but I was surrounded by artists. I’d once seen a sculpture that was hundreds of years old of an athlete throwing a disk. I’d thought to myself at the time that only an artist could do that, make someone’s body look so beautiful. Maxon’s chest was as sculpted as any piece of art I’d ever seen.


    But everything changed as I went to slide the shirt down his back. It stuck to him, making a slippery, sticky sound as I tried to get it to move.


    “Slowly,” he said. I nodded and went behind him to try from there.


    The back of Maxon’s shirt was soaked with blood.


    I gasped, immobile for a moment. But then, sensing that my staring made things worse, I kept working. Once I got the shirt off, I threw it on one of the hooks, giving myself a moment to gain my composure.


    I turned around and got a good look at Maxon’s back. A bleeding gash on his shoulder tore down to his waist and crossed over another one that was also dripping blood, which crossed over another one that had been healed for a while, which crossed over yet another one that was puckered from age. It looked like there were maybe six fresh slashes across Maxon’s back piled on top of too many more to count.


    How could this have happened? Maxon was the prince. He was royal, sovereign, set apart from everyone. He was above everything, sometimes including the law, so how had he come to be covered with scars?


    Then I remembered the look in the king’s eyes tonight. And Maxon’s effort to hide his fear. How could any man do this to his son?


    I turned away again, hunting until I found a small washcloth. I went to the sink, glad to find that it worked even though the water was ice-cold.


    I steadied myself and walked over, trying to be calm for his sake. “This might sting a little,” I warned.


    “It’s okay,” he whispered. “I’m used to it.”


    I took the wet washcloth and dabbed at the long gouge in his shoulder, deciding that I’d work from the top down. He pulled away a bit but took it all silently. When I moved on to the second gash, Maxon started talking.


    “I’ve been preparing for tonight for years, you know? I’ve been waiting for the day when I was strong enough to take him on.”


    Maxon was silent for a moment, and some things made sense: why a person who sat at a desk had such serious muscles, why he always seemed half dressed and ready to go, why a girl calling him a child and pushing him would make him angry.


    I cleared my throat. “Why didn’t you?”


    He paused. “I was afraid that if he didn’t have me, he’d want you.”


    I had to stop for a moment, too overcome even to speak. Tears threatened to spill over, but I tried to hold it together. I was sure it would only make things worse.


    “Does anyone know?” I asked.


    “No.”


    “Not the doctor? Or your mother?”


    “The doctor must, but he’s quiet. And I would never tell my mother or even give her a reason to suspect. She knows Father is stern with me, but I don’t want her to worry. And I can take it.”


    I kept dabbing.


    “He’s not like this with her,” he promised quickly. “She gets mistreated in her own ways, I suppose, but not like this.”


    “Hmm,” I said, not sure of what else to say.


    I wiped again, and Maxon hissed. “Damn, that stings.”


    I pulled away for a minute while he slowed down his breathing. After a moment, he made a small nod, so I started again.


    “I have more sympathy for Carter and Marlee than you know,” he said, trying to sound light. “These things take awhile to stop hurting, especially if you’re determined to take care of them on your own.”


    I paused for a moment, shocked. Marlee got caned fifteen times at once. I think if I had to, I’d pick that over them coming at times you weren’t prepared.


    “What are the others for?” I asked, then shook my head. “Never mind. That’s rude.”


    He shrugged his uninjured shoulder. “Things I said or did. Things I know.”


    “Things I know,” I added. “Maxon, I’m so …” My breathing hitched, threatening to send me over the edge. I might as well have caned him myself.


    He didn’t turn around, but his hand searched and found my knee. “How are you going to finish fixing me up if you’re crying?”


    I laughed weakly through the tears and wiped my face. I got everything cleaned, trying to stay gentle.


    “Do you think there are any bandages in here?” I asked, looking around the room.


    “The box,” he said.


    As he sat there, steadying his breathing, I opened the clasps on the box, looking at the abundance of supplies.


    “Why don’t you have bandages in your room?”


    “Sheer pride. I was determined never to need them again.”


    I sighed quietly. I read the labels, finding a disinfectant solution, something that looked like it would help soothe the pain, and bandages.


    I moved behind him, preparing to apply the medication. “This might hurt.”


    He nodded. When it made contact with his skin, he grunted once and then reverted to silence. I tried to be quick and thorough, ready to make him as comfortable as possible.


    I started putting ointment on his wounds, and it was clear that whatever I was using helped. The tension in his shoulders eased as I worked, and I was glad; it felt in a way like I was making up for some of the trouble I’d caused.


    He snorted out a light laugh. “I knew my secret would come out eventually. I’ve been trying to come up with a good story for years. I was hoping to find something believable before the wedding since I knew my wife would see them, but I’m still stumped. Any ideas?”


    I thought a moment. “The truth works.”


    He nodded. “Not my favorite option. Not for this anyway.”


    “I think I’m done.”


    Maxon twisted and bent a little bit, moving gingerly. He turned to look at me, his expression thankful. “That’s great, America. Better than any job I ever did.”


    “Anytime.”


    He looked at me a moment, and the silence grew. What was there to say now?


    My eyes kept darting to his chest, and I needed to stop that.


    “I’m going to wash your shirt.” I buried myself in the corner, rubbing his shirt against itself, watching the water turn rust colored before it escaped down the drain. I knew all the blood wouldn’t come out, but at least it gave me something to do.


    When I finished, I wrung it out and placed it back on a hook. I turned around, and Maxon was staring at me.


    “Why don’t you ever ask questions I actually want to answer?”


    I didn’t think I could sit next to him on the bench without being tempted to touch him. Instead I settled on the floor across from him.


    “I didn’t know I did that.”


    “You do.”


    “Well, what am I not asking that you want me to?”


    He let out a long breath and gently leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees.


    “Don’t you want me to explain Kriss and Celeste? Don’t you think you deserve that?”

  


  
    CHAPTER 29


    I CROSSED MY ARMS. “I’VE heard Kriss’s version of what happened, and I don’t think she’s exaggerating anything. As for Celeste, I’d rather never talk about her ever again.”


    He laughed. “So stubborn. I’ll miss that.”


    I was quiet for a minute. “So it’s done then? I’m out?”


    Maxon thought it over. “I’m not sure I could stop it now. Isn’t that what you wanted?”


    I shook my head. “I was mad,” I whispered. “I was so mad.”


    I looked away, not wanting to cry. Apparently Maxon decided that I needed to listen to what he had to say, whether I wanted to or not. Finally he had me trapped, and I would hear everything he’d been waiting to tell me.


    “I thought you were mine,” he said. I peeked over and found him staring at the ceiling. “If I could have proposed to you at the Halloween party, I would have. I’m supposed to do something official with my parents and guests and cameras, but I got special permission to ask you privately when we were ready and have a reception afterward. I never told you about that, did I?”


    Maxon looked over to me, and I gave a small shake of my head. He smiled bitterly, remembering.


    “I had this speech prepared, all these promises I wanted to make. I probably would have forgotten it and made an idiot of myself. Though … I can remember it now.” He sighed. “I’ll spare you.”


    He paused briefly. “When you pushed me away, I panicked. I had thought that I was done with this insane contest, and I found myself feeling like it was the very first day of the Selection all over again, only this time my options were far more limited. And just the week before, I’d spent time with all those girls trying to find someone who outshone you, who I thought I could want more, and failed. I felt hopeless.


    “And then Kriss came to me, so very humble, only wanting to see me happy, and I wondered how I’d missed that in her. I knew she was nice, and she’s very attractive; but there was something more to her this whole time.


    “I think I simply wasn’t really looking. What reason did I have when there was you?”


    I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to hide from the ache. There was no me anymore. I’d ruined all that.


    “Do you love her?” I asked meekly. I didn’t want to see his face, but the long pause let me know that there was something deep between the two of them.


    “It’s different than what you and I had. It’s quieter, maybe friendlier. But it’s steady. I can depend on Kriss, and I know without question that she is devoted to me. As you can see, there is very little certainty in my world. She’s refreshing in that way.”


    I nodded, still avoiding eye contact. All I could think about was how he spoke of him and me in the past tense and had nothing but praise for Kriss. I wished I had something bad to say about her, something that would bring her down a notch; but I didn’t. Kriss was a lady. From the beginning she’d done everything well, and I was surprised that he had ever favored me over her anyway. She was perfect for him.


    “Then why Celeste?” I asked, finally facing him. “If Kriss is so wonderful …”


    Maxon nodded his head, seeming embarrassed about this subject. It was his idea to talk about this in the first place, though, so he must already have had something in mind to say. He stood, giving his back another tentative stretch, and started pacing the small space.


    “As you now know, my life is full of stresses that I prefer not to share. I live in a constant state of tension. I’m always being watched, judged. My parents, our advisers … there are always cameras in my life, and now you’re all here,” he said, motioning to me. “I’m sure you’ve felt trapped at least once because of your caste, but imagine how I feel. There are things I’ve seen, America, and things I know; and I don’t think I’ll ever be able to change them.


    “You’re aware, I’m sure, that technically my father is supposed to retire in my twenties, when he feels I’m ready to lead; but do you think he’ll ever stop pulling the strings? That’s not going to happen so long as he lives; and I know he’s terrible, but I don’t want him to die …. He is my father.”


    I nodded.


    “Speaking of which, he’s had his hand in the Selection from very early on. If you look at who’s left, it’s pretty clear.” He started ticking off the girls on his fingers. “Natalie is extremely pliable, and that makes her my father’s favorite, as I am too willful in his opinion. The fact that he’s so fond of her makes me have to fight the urge to hate her.


    “Elise has allies in New Asia, but I’m not sure if that’s of any use at all. That war …” Maxon debated something and shook his head. There was some detail about this war that he didn’t want to share with me. “And she’s so … I don’t even know the word for it. I knew from the beginning that I didn’t want some girl who would agree with everything I said or just roll over and adore me. I try to contradict her, and she concedes the point. Every time! It’s infuriating. It’s like she doesn’t have a spine.”


    He took a steadying breath. I didn’t realize how much she got under his skin. He was always so patient with us. Finally he looked at me.


    “You were my pick. My only pick. My father wasn’t enthusiastic; but at that point you hadn’t done anything to upset him. So long as you were quiet, he didn’t mind me keeping you. In fact, he was fine with me choosing you, if you were well behaved. He’s used your recent actions to point out the flaws in my judgment and is insisting that he have the final say now.”


    He shook his head. “That’s beside the point. The others—Marlee, Kriss, and Celeste—were chosen by advisers. Marlee was a favorite, as is Kriss.” He sighed. “Kriss would be a fine choice. I wish she would let me closer, if only for the fact that I don’t know if we have … chemistry. I’d like to at least have an idea.


    “And Celeste. She is very influential, a celebrity in her own right. It looks good on TV. It sounds right for someone who is close to being on the same level as me to be the final choice. I like her if only for her tenacity. She at least has a backbone. But I can tell that she’s got a manipulative streak and that she’s working this whole situation for everything she can get out of it. I know when she holds me, it’s the crown she pulls close to her heart.”


    He closed his eyes, as if what he was about to say was the worst of all. “She’s using me, so I don’t feel guilty using her. I wouldn’t be surprised if she’d been encouraged to throw herself at me. I can respect Kriss’s boundaries. And I’d much prefer to be in your arms, but you’ve barely spoken to me ….


    “Is it so awful of me to want fifteen minutes of my life not to matter? To feel good? To pretend for a little while that someone loves me? You can judge me if you want, but I can’t apologize for needing something normal in my life.”


    He stared deep into my eyes, waiting for me to reproach him and hoping I wouldn’t at the same time.


    “I get that.”


    I thought of Aspen, holding me tight and making his promises. Hadn’t I done the very same thing? I could see the wheels turning in Maxon’s head, wondering how literally I meant that. This was one secret I couldn’t share. Even if it was all over for me, I couldn’t let Maxon think of me that way.


    “Would you ever pick her? Celeste, I mean?”


    He came to sit beside me, making his moves carefully. I couldn’t imagine how much his back was hurting him.


    “If I had to, I’d take her over Elise or Natalie. But that won’t happen unless Kriss decides she wants to go.”


    I nodded. “Kriss is a good choice. She’d make a much better princess than I ever would have.”


    He chuckled. “She is less of an instigator. Lord knows what would happen to the country with you at the helm.”


    I laughed along because he was right. “I’d probably ruin it.”


    Maxon continued to smile when he spoke. “But maybe it needs ruining.”


    We sat there in silence for a little while. I wondered what our world would look like ruined. We couldn’t get rid of the royal family—how could we possibly transition it out?—but maybe we could change the way some things were run. Offices could be elected instead of inherited. And the castes … I really would love to see those dead and gone.


    “Would you indulge me?” Maxon asked.


    “What do you mean?”


    “Well, I’ve shared a lot of things with you tonight that are very difficult for me to admit. I was wondering if you could answer one question for me.”


    His face was so sincere, I didn’t want to deny him. I hoped I wouldn’t regret whatever this was about, but he had been more honest than I deserved at this point.


    “Yes. Anything.”


    He swallowed. “Did you ever love me?”


    Maxon looked into my eyes, and I wondered if he could see it there. All the emotions I’d fought because I thought he was something he wasn’t, all the feelings I never wanted to put a name on. I ducked my head.


    “I know that when I thought you were responsible for hurting Marlee, it crushed me. Not just because it happened, but because I didn’t want to think of you as that kind of person. I know that when you talk about Kriss or when I think about you kissing Celeste … I’m so jealous I can hardly breathe. And I know that when we talked on Halloween, I was thinking about our future. And I was happy. I know if you had asked, I would have said yes.” Those last words were a whisper, almost too difficult to think about.


    “I also know that I never knew how to feel about you dating other people or being a prince. Even with everything you told me tonight, I think there are pieces of yourself that you will always guard ….


    “But, with all that …” I nodded. I couldn’t say the words aloud. If I did, how would I be able to leave?


    “Thank you,” he whispered. “At least I can know for certain that, for one brief moment of our time together, you and I felt the same thing.”


    My eyes stung, threatening to spill over with more tears. He’d never actually told me he loved me, and he wasn’t exactly saying it now. But the words were so, so very close.


    “I’ve been so foolish,” I said, my breath catching. I’d fought hard against the tears, but I couldn’t anymore. “I kept letting the crown scare me out of wanting you. I told myself that you didn’t really matter to me. I kept thinking that you had lied to me or tricked me, that you didn’t trust me or care about me enough. I let myself believe that I wasn’t important to you.”


    I stared at his handsome face. “One look at your back says you’d do damn near anything for me. And I threw it away. I just threw it away ….”


    He opened his arms, and I fell into them. Maxon held me silently, running his hands through my hair. I wished I could erase everything else and hold on to this moment, this brief second when he and I knew how much we meant to each other.


    “Please don’t cry, darling. I’d spare you tears for the rest of your life if I could.”


    My breathing was uneven as I spoke. “I’ll never see you again. It’s all my fault.”


    He held me closer. “No, I should have been more open.”


    “I should have been more patient.”


    “I should have proposed that night in your room.”


    “I should have let you.”


    He chuckled. I looked up at his face, unsure of how many more of his smiles I’d have. Maxon’s fingers swept away the tears from my cheeks, and he sat there gazing into my eyes. I did the same to him, wanting to remember this so badly.


    “America … I don’t know how much time we have left together, but I don’t want to spend it regretting things we didn’t do.”


    “Me either.” I turned my face into his palm, kissing it. Then I kissed the tips of each of his fingers. He slid that hand deep into my hair and pulled my lips to his.


    I had missed these kisses, so quiet, so sure. I knew that, in my whole life, if I married Aspen or someone else, no one would ever make me feel this way. It wasn’t like I made his world better. It was like I was his world. It wasn’t some explosion; it wasn’t fireworks. It was a fire, burning slowly from the inside out.


    We shifted, sliding so I was on the floor and Maxon was above me. He ran his nose along my jawline, down my neck, across my shoulder, and kissed the same path back to my lips. I kept running my fingers through his hair. It was so soft, it almost tickled my palms.


    After a while we pulled out the blankets and built a makeshift bed. He held me for the longest time, looking into my eyes. We could have spent years doing this if not for me.


    Once Maxon’s shirt was dry, he put it on, covering the dried stains with his coat, and curled up next to me again. When we both got tired, we started talking. I didn’t want to sleep through a second of this, and I sensed he didn’t either.


    “Do you think you’ll go back to him? Your ex?”


    I didn’t want to talk about Aspen right now, but I considered this. “He’s a good choice. Smart, brave, maybe the only person on the planet more stubborn than me.”


    Maxon laughed lightly. My eyes were closed, but I kept talking. “It would be awhile before I could think about that though.”


    “Mmm.”


    The silence stretched. Maxon rubbed his thumb along the hand he was holding.


    “Could I write you?” he asked.


    I thought about that. “Maybe you should wait a few months. You might not even miss me.”


    He gave an almost-laugh.


    “If you do write … you have to tell Kriss.”


    “You’re right.”


    He didn’t clarify whether that meant he would tell her or simply not write me, but I didn’t really want to know at the moment.


    I couldn’t believe that all this was happening because of a stupid book.


    I gasped, and my eyes shot open. A book!


    “Maxon, what if the Northern rebels are looking for the diaries?”


    He shifted, still not quite alert. “What do you mean?”


    “When I was chased that day in the gardens, I saw them as they passed me. A girl dropped a bag full of books. The guy with her had bunches, too. They’re stealing books. What if they’re looking for a specific one?”


    Maxon opened his eyes, squinting in thought. “America … what exactly was in that diary?”


    “A lot. About how Gregory basically stole the country, how he forced the castes on people. It was awful, Maxon.”


    “But the Report was cut off,” he insisted. “Even if that is what they’re looking for, there’s no way they could know that was it or what’s inside it. Trust me, after that little display, my father is making sure those things are even more protected than usual.”


    “That’s it.” I covered my face, stifling a yawn. “I know it.”


    “Don’t,” he said. “Don’t get worked up. For all we know, they just really, really like to read.”


    I moaned at his attempt at humor.


    “I seriously thought I couldn’t make this any worse.”


    “Shh,” he said, coming closer. His strong arms grounded me to the earth. “Don’t worry now. You should probably sleep.”


    “But I don’t want to,” I whispered, though I curled closer into him.


    Maxon closed his eyes again, still holding on to me. “Me either. Even on a good day, sleeping makes me nervous.”


    It made my heart ache. I couldn’t imagine his constant state of worry, especially considering that the person keeping him on edge was his own father.


    He let go of my hand and reached into his pocket. My eyelids parted a bit, but he was doing all this with his eyes closed. We were both so close to sleep. He found my hand again and started tying something on my wrist. I recognized the feeling of the bracelet he got me in New Asia as it slid into place.


    “I’ve been carrying it in my pocket. I’m a pitiful romantic, right? I was going to keep it, but I want you to have something from me.”


    He’d put the bracelet on over Aspen’s, and I felt the button pressing into my skin underneath it.


    “Thank you. It makes me happy.”


    “Then I’m happy, too.”


    We didn’t say anything else.

  


  
    CHAPTER 30


    THE SOUND OF THE CREAKING door woke me, and the light streaming in was so bright, I had to block my eyes.


    “Your Majesty?” someone asked. “Oh, God! I’ve found him,” he screamed. “He’s alive!”


    There was a sudden flurry around us as guards and butlers stormed to our location.


    “Were you not able to get downstairs, Your Majesty?” one of the guards asked. I looked at his name. Markson. I wasn’t sure, but he seemed to be one of the higher-ups in the guard.


    “No. An officer was supposed to tell my parents. I told him to go there first,” Maxon explained, trying to straighten his hair. Only once did his face give away that the movement pained him.


    “Which officer?”


    Maxon sighed. “I didn’t get his name.” He looked to me for confirmation.


    “Me either. But he was wearing a ring on his thumb. It was gray, like pewter or something.”


    Officer Markson nodded. “That was Tanner. He didn’t make it. We lost about twenty-five of the guards and a dozen staff.”


    “What?” I covered my mouth.


    Aspen.


    I prayed that he was safe. I’d been so consumed last night, it hadn’t occurred to me to worry.


    “What about my parents? The other Elite?”


    “All fine, sir. Your mother has been hysterical though.”


    “Is she out yet?” We started moving, Maxon leading the way.


    “Everyone is. We missed a few of the small safe rooms and were doing a second sweep, hoping to find you and Lady America.”


    “Oh, God,” Maxon said. “I’ll go to her first.” But then he stopped dead in his tracks.


    I followed his eyes and saw the destruction. That same line, the one from last time, was scrawled across the wall.


    WE’RE COMING


    Over and over, by any means they could find, the warning covered the halls. Beyond that, the level of destruction was elevated yet again. I’d never seen what the rebels managed to do to the first floor, only to the hallways near my room. Huge stains in the carpet announced where someone, perhaps a helpless maid or fearless guard, had died. Windows were shattered, leaving jagged teeth of glass in their place.


    Lights were broken, some flickering as they refused to give up. Terrifyingly, there were massive gouges in the walls; and it made me wonder if they had seen people going into the safe rooms, if they had been hunting. How close were Maxon and I to death last night?


    “Miss?” a guard said, bringing me back to the moment. “We’ve taken the liberty of contacting all the families. It appears the attack on Lady Natalie’s family was a direct attempt to end the Selection. They’re targeting your relatives to get you to leave.”


    I covered my mouth. “No.”


    “We’re already sending palace guards out to protect them. The king was adamant that none of the girls should go.”


    “What if they want to?” Maxon challenged. “We can’t hold them here against their will.”


    “Of course, sir. You’ll need to speak with the king.” The guard seemed embarrassed, not quite sure how to handle the difference of opinions.


    “You won’t have to guard my family long,” I said, hoping to break some tension. “Let them know I’ll be home soon.”


    The guard’s eyes flickered between Maxon and me, looking to confirm that I’d been eliminated. Maxon simply nodded once.


    “Yes, miss,” the guard said with a bow.


    Maxon interjected. “Is my mother in her room?”


    “Yes, sir.”


    “Tell her I’m coming. You’re dismissed.”


    We were alone again.


    Maxon took my hand in his. “Don’t rush away. Say good-bye to your maids and any of the girls if you want. And eat something. I know how you love the food.”


    I smiled. “I will.”


    Maxon wet his lips, almost fidgeting. This was it. This was good-bye.


    “You’ve changed me forever. And I’ll never forget you.”


    I ran my free hand down his chest, straightening his coat. “Don’t tug your ear with anyone else. That’s mine.” I gave him a tight smile.


    “A lot of things are yours, America.”


    I swallowed. “I need to go.”


    He nodded.


    Maxon kissed me once, quickly, on the lips, and ran down the hall. I watched until he was out of sight and then made my way back to my room.


    Each step up the main stairwell was torture, both because of what I had left and what I feared was coming. What if I rang the bell and Lucy didn’t come? Or Mary? Or Anne? What if I looked at every face of every guard I passed and not a single one was Aspen’s?


    I made my way to the second floor, passing destruction at every turn. It was still recognizable, the most beautiful place I’d ever seen, even in ruins. But the time and money it would take to restore this was beyond my imagination. The rebels were very thorough. As I got closer to my room, I heard the distinct sound of crying. Lucy.


    I let out a breath, happy she was alive but terrified of what was making her cry. I braced myself and turned the corner into my room.


    Working with red faces and swollen eyes, Mary and Anne were collecting the shattered glass from the doors to my balcony. I watched as Mary had to stop midsweep to exhale and calm herself. In a corner, Lucy was weeping into Aspen’s chest.


    “Shh,” he said, comforting her. “They’ll find her, I know it.”


    I was so relieved, I burst into tears. “You’re okay. You’re all okay.”


    Aspen let out a huge sigh, his tight shoulders slumping as they relaxed.


    “My lady?” Lucy said. A second later she was running for me. Not too far behind, Mary and Anne came, enveloping me in hugs.


    “Oh, this isn’t proper,” Anne said as she held me.


    “For goodness’ sake, give it a rest,” Mary retorted.


    And we were so happy to be alive and safe that we laughed about it all.


    Behind them, Aspen stood, watching with a quiet smile, so clearly grateful to see me there.


    “Where were you? They looked everywhere.” Mary pulled me over to the bed to sit, though it was a terrible mess, with the comforter shredded, the pillows stabbed and leaking feathers.


    “In one of the safe rooms they missed. Maxon’s okay, too,” I said.


    “Thank God,” Anne said.


    “He saved my life. I was on my way to the gardens when they came. If I’d been outside …”


    “Oh, my lady,” Mary cried.


    “Don’t you worry about a thing,” Anne said. “We’ll get this room fixed up in no time, and we have a fantastic new dress once you’re ready. And we can—”


    “That won’t be necessary. I’m going home today. I’ll put on something simple and leave in a few hours.”


    “What?” Mary gasped. “But why?”


    I shrugged. “It didn’t work out.” I looked up at Aspen but was unable to read his face. All I could see was relief that I was alive.


    “I really thought it would be you,” Lucy said. “From the start. And after everything you said last night … I can’t believe you’re going home.”


    “That’s very sweet, but it’ll be all right. From here on out, anything you can do to help Kriss, please do that. For me.”


    “Of course,” Anne said.


    “Anything for you,” Mary seconded.


    Aspen cleared his throat. “Ladies, maybe you could give me a moment. If Lady America is leaving today, I need to go over some security measures. We didn’t get her this far only to let someone hurt her now.


    “Anne, maybe you could go get some fresh towels and things. She should go home like a lady. Mary, some food?” They both nodded. “And Lucy, do you need to rest?”


    “No!” she cried, standing tall. “I can work.”


    Aspen smiled. “Very well.”


    “Lucy, go to the workroom and finish that dress. We’ll come help soon. I don’t care what anyone says, Lady America. You’re leaving in style,” Anne said, addressing me at the end.


    “Yes, ma’am,” I answered. They left, closing the door behind them.


    Aspen walked over, and I stood to face him.


    “I thought you were dead. I thought I’d lost you.”


    “Not today,” I said, smiling weakly. Now that I saw how bad it was, the only way to stay calm was to joke about it.


    “I got your letter. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me about the diary.”


    “I couldn’t.”


    He bridged the space between us and ran his hand down my hair. “Mer, if you couldn’t show it to me, you really shouldn’t have tried to show it to the country. And the caste thing … You’re crazy, you know that?”


    “Oh, I know.” I looked at the ground, thinking over all the insanity of the last day.


    “So Maxon kicked you out because of that?”


    I sighed. “Not exactly. The king’s the one sending me home. If Maxon proposed to me this very second, it wouldn’t matter. The king says no, so I’m going.”


    “Oh,” he said simply. “It’s going to be strange without you here.”


    “I know,” I said with a sigh.


    “I’ll write,” he promised quickly. “And I can send you money if you want. I’ve got plenty. We can get married right when I come home. I know it’s going to be awhile—”


    “Aspen,” I said, cutting him off. I didn’t know how to explain that my heart had just been crushed. “When I leave, I want some peace, okay? I need to recover from all this.”


    He stepped back, offended. “So, what, do you not want me to write or call?”


    “Maybe not right away,” I said, trying to make it sound like it wasn’t a big deal. “I just want to spend some time with my family and get my bearings again. After everything I’ve felt here, I can’t—”


    “Wait,” he said, holding up a hand. He was silent for a moment, reading my face. “You still want him,” he accused. “After everything he’s done—after Marlee—and even when there’s absolutely no hope, you’re still thinking about him.”


    “He never did anything, Aspen. I wish I could explain about Marlee to you, but I gave my word. I have no hard feelings toward Maxon. And I know it’s over, but it’s the same way I felt when you broke up with me.”


    He scoffed incredulously, rolling his head back like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.


    “I’m serious. When you ended it, the Selection became my lifeline because I knew I’d at least have some time to get past what I felt for you. And then you showed up here, and everything shifted. You were the one who changed us when you left me in the tree house; and you keep thinking that if you push hard enough, you can make everything go back to before that moment. It doesn’t work that way. Give me a chance to choose you.”


    As the words came out of my mouth, I knew that this was so much of what was wrong. I’d loved Aspen for so long, we’d just assumed a lot of things. But everything was different now. It wasn’t like we were still two nobodies from Carolina. We’d seen too much to pretend we would ever happily be those people again.


    “Why wouldn’t you choose me, Mer? Aren’t I your only choice?” he asked, sadness dripping into his voice.


    “Yes. Doesn’t that bother you? I don’t want to be the girl you end up with because my only other option isn’t available and you never looked at anyone else. Do you really want to get me by default?”


    He spoke intensely. “I don’t care how I get you, Mer.”


    Suddenly he charged at me, taking my face in his hands. Aspen kissed me fiercely, willing me to remember what he was to me.


    I couldn’t kiss him back.


    When he finally gave up, he pulled back my head, trying to read my face.


    “What’s happening here, America?”


    “My heart is breaking! That’s what’s happening! How do you think this feels? I’m so confused right now, and you’re the only thing I have left, and you don’t love me enough to let me breathe.”


    I started crying, and he finally calmed down.


    “I’m sorry, Mer,” he whispered. “It’s just, I keep thinking I’ve lost you for some reason or another, and it’s my instinct to fight for you. It’s all I know to do.”


    I looked at the floor, trying to pull myself together.


    “I can wait,” he promised. “When you’re ready, write me. I do love you enough to let you breathe. After last night, that’s all I need you to do. Please breathe.”


    I walked into him, letting him hold me, but it felt different. I’d thought I would always have Aspen in my life, and for the first time I wondered if that was completely true.


    “Thank you,” I whispered. “Stay safe here. Don’t be a hero, Aspen. Take care of yourself.”


    He stepped away, giving me a nod but no words. He kissed my forehead and made his way to the door.


    I stood there for a long time, not sure what to do with myself, waiting for my maids to come and pull me together one last time.

  


  
    CHAPTER 31


    I TUGGED AT MY DRESS. “Isn’t this a bit grand for the occasion?”


    “Not at all!” Mary insisted.


    It was late afternoon, but they’d put me in an evening gown. It was purple, and very regal. The sleeves went to my elbows, as it was colder back in Carolina; and a sweeping hooded cape was draped over my arm for when I landed. A high collar would protect my neck from any wind that might come, and they’d pulled up my hair so elegantly, I was positive this was the prettiest I’d ever looked at the palace. I wished that I could go see Queen Amberly, sure that even she would be impressed.


    “I don’t want to linger,” I insisted. “It’s hard enough to go as it is. I just want you all to know that I’m so grateful for everything you’ve done for me. Not only for keeping me clean and dressed, but for spending time with me and caring about me. I’ll never forget you.”


    “And we’ll always remember you, miss,” Anne promised.


    I nodded and started fanning my face. “Okay, okay, I’ve had enough tears for one day. If you could tell the driver I’ll be right down, I’m going to take a moment.”


    “Of course, miss.”


    “Is it still improper for us to hug?” Mary asked, looking at me and then Anne.


    “Who cares?” she said, and they crowded around me one last time.


    “Take care of yourselves.”


    “You, too, miss,” Mary said.


    “You were always a lady,” Anne added.


    They stepped away, but Lucy held on. “Thank you,” she breathed, and I could tell she was crying. “I’ll miss you.”


    “Me, too.”


    She let me go, and they walked to the door, standing together in a group. They gave me one last curtsy, and I waved as they left me alone.


    So many times in the last few weeks I had wished I could leave. Now that it was here, seconds away, I was dreading it. I walked onto the balcony. I looked down at the gardens, gazing at the bench, the spot where Maxon and I had met. I didn’t know why, but I suspected he’d be there.


    He wasn’t though. He had more important things to do than to sit around thinking about me. I touched the bracelet on my wrist. He would think about me, though, from time to time, and that comforted me. No matter what, this was real.


    I backed away, closing the door and heading to the hallway. I moved slowly, taking in the beauty of the palace one last time, even though it was slightly marred by broken mirrors and chipped frames.


    I remembered walking down this grand stairwell the first day, feeling confused and grateful at the same time. There were so many girls then.


    When I reached the front doors, I paused for a moment. I’d gotten so used to being behind those massive blocks of wood that it almost felt wrong to go through them.


    I took a deep breath and reached for the handle.


    “America?”


    I turned. Maxon was standing at the other end of the corridor.


    “Hey,” I said lamely. I hadn’t thought I’d get to see him again.


    He walked over to me quickly. “You look absolutely breathtaking.”


    “Thank you.” I touched the fabric of my last dress.


    There was a breath of silence as we stood there, watching each other. Maybe that’s all this was: a last chance to see.


    Suddenly he cleared his throat, remembering his purpose. “I’ve spoken with my father.”


    “Oh?”


    “Yes. He was quite happy that I wasn’t killed last night. As you might have guessed, carrying on the royal line is very important to him. I explained to him that I nearly died because of his temper and attributed my finding a hiding place to you.”


    “But I didn’t—”


    “I know. But he needn’t.”


    I smiled.


    “I then told him that I set you straight on some behavioral things. Again, he needn’t know that’s untrue; but you could act like it happened, if you wanted.”


    I didn’t know why I would need to act like anything happened when I would be on the other side of the country, but I nodded.


    “Considering that I owe my life to you as far as he knows, he agreed that my desire to keep you here might be somewhat justified, so long as you were on your best behavior and could learn your place.”


    I stared at him, not completely sure I was hearing this right.


    “Really, the fair thing to do is let Natalie go. She’s not cut out for this; and with her family grieving right now, her home is the best place for her. We’ve already spoken.”


    I was still dumbstruck.


    “Shall I explain?”


    “Please.”


    Maxon reached for my hand. “You would stay here as a member of the Selection and still be a part of the competition, but things will be different. My father will probably be harsh toward you and do whatever he can to make you fail. I think there are some ways to fight that, but it will take time. You know how ruthless he is. You have to prepare yourself.”


    I nodded. “I think I can do that.”


    “There’s more.” Maxon looked to the carpet, trying to align his thoughts. “America, there’s no question that you’ve had my heart from the beginning. By now you have to know that.”


    When he brought his eyes up to mine, I could see it in every part of him and feel it in every piece of me. “I do.”


    “But what you do not have right now is my trust.”


    I was stricken. “What?”


    “I’ve shown you so many of my secrets, defended you in every way I can. But when you aren’t pleased with me, you act rashly. You shut me out, blame me, or, most impressively, try to change the entire country.”


    Ouch. That was pretty rough.


    “I need to know that I can depend on you. I need to know that you can keep my secrets, trust my judgment, and not hold things back from me. I need you to be completely honest with me and to stop questioning every decision I make. I need you to have faith in me, America.”


    It hurt to hear all of that, but he was right. What had I done to prove to him that he could trust me? Everyone around him was pulling or pushing him into something. Could I just be there for him?


    I fiddled with my hands. “I do have faith in you. And I hope you can see that I want to be with you. But you could have been more honest with me, too.”


    He nodded. “Perhaps. And there are things I want to tell you, but many of the things I know are of such a nature that they cannot be shared if there’s even a minuscule chance that you can’t keep them to yourself. I need to know that you can do that. And I need you to be wholly open with me.”


    I inhaled to respond, but it never came out.


    “Maxon, there you are.” Kriss called, rounding the corner. “I didn’t get to ask you earlier if we were still on for dinner tonight.”


    Maxon looked at me as he spoke. “Of course. We’ll eat in your room.”


    “Wonderful!”


    That hurt.


    “America? Are you really leaving?” she asked, coming up to us. I could see the spark of hope in her eyes. I looked to Maxon, whose expression seemed to say This is what I’m talking about. I need you to accept the consequences of your actions, to trust me to make my own choice.


    “No, Kriss, not today.”


    “Good.” She sighed, coming to hug me. I wondered how much of this embrace was for Maxon’s sake; but, really, it didn’t matter. Kriss was my toughest competition, but she was also the closest friend I had here. “I was really worried about you last night. I’m glad you’re okay.”


    “Thanks, it was lucky—” I almost said that it was lucky I had Maxon to keep me company, but bragging would have probably ruined what little bit of trust I’d built in the last ten seconds. I cleared my throat. “Lucky the guards got there so fast.”


    “Thank goodness. Well, I’ll see you later.” She turned to Maxon. “And I’ll see you tonight.”


    Kriss skipped down the hall, giddier than I’d ever seen her. I guess if I saw the guy I loved put me above his former favorite, I’d feel like skipping, too.


    “I know you don’t like that, but I need her. If you let me down, she’s my best bet.”


    “It doesn’t matter,” I said with a shrug. “I won’t let you down.”


    I gave him a quick kiss on the cheek and headed upstairs without looking back. A few hours ago, I thought I’d lost Maxon for good; and now that I knew what he meant to me, I was going to fight for him. The other girls wouldn’t know what hit them.


    As I made my way up the grand stairwell, I felt encouraged. I probably should have been more worried about the challenge that was ahead of me, but all I could think of was how I’d eventually overcome it.


    Perhaps the king sensed my joy, or maybe he was just waiting; but as I stepped onto the second floor, he was there, halfway down the hall.


    He approached me slowly, a clear display of control. When he stopped in front of me, I curtsied.


    “Your Majesty,” I said.


    “Lady America. It seems you’re still with us.”


    “So it does.”


    A pack of guards passed us, bowing as they did so. “Let’s talk business,” he said sternly. “What do you think of my wife?”


    I pursed my forehead, surprised at the direction of the conversation. Still, I answered honestly. “I think the queen is amazing. I don’t know enough words to say how wonderful I think she is.”


    He nodded. “She’s a rare woman. Beautiful, obviously, and also humble. Timid, but not to the point of being cowardly. Obedient, good-humored, an excellent conversationalist. It seems that even though she was born into poverty, she was meant to be a queen.”


    He paused and looked at me, taking in the clear admiration on my face. “The same cannot be said of you.”


    I tried to stay calm as he continued. “Your looks are average. Red hair, a bit pale, and I suppose a decent figure; but you’re nothing next to Celeste. As far as your temper …” He inhaled sharply. “You’re rude, jocular; and the one time you do something serious, it tears at the fabric of our nation. Completely thoughtless. And that’s not even counting your poor posture and gait. Kriss is far lovelier and more agreeable.”


    I pushed my lips together, willing myself not to cry. I reminded myself that I already knew all this.


    “And, of course, there is absolutely no political advantage to having you in the family. Your caste isn’t low enough to be inspiring, and your connections are nonexistent. Elise, however, was very helpful with our trip to New Asia.”


    I wondered how true that could be if they never actually made contact with her family. Maybe there was something going on that I simply didn’t know about. Or maybe all of this was being exaggerated to make me feel worthless. If that was the goal, he’d done an excellent job.


    His cold eyes focused on mine. “What are you doing here?”


    I swallowed. “I suppose you would have to ask Maxon.”


    “I’m asking you.”


    “He wants me here,” I said firmly. “And I want to be here. As long as both of those things are true, I’m staying.”


    The king grinned. “You’re what, sixteen? Seventeen?”


    “Seventeen.”


    “I suspect you don’t know very much about men, which you shouldn’t if you’re here. Let me say, they can be very fickle. You might not want to hold on to your affection for him so tightly when a single moment could take his heart away for good.”


    I squinted, unsure of what he meant.


    “I have eyes all over this palace. I know there are girls offering him more than you’d dream. Do you think someone as plain as you could stand a chance next to them?”


    Girls? As in plural? Was he saying that more than what I’d seen in the hall between Maxon and Celeste was happening? Were our hours of kisses last night tame compared to everything else he was experiencing?


    Maxon had said he wanted to be honest with me. Was he keeping this a secret?


    I had to decide in my heart that I trusted Maxon.


    “If that’s true, then Maxon will let me go in his own time, and you have nothing to worry about.”


    “But I do!” he bellowed, then dropped his voice. “If by some act of stupidity, Maxon actually chooses you, your little stunts would cost us everything. Decades, generations of work gone because you thought you were being a hero!”


    He got in my face to the point that I actually took a step back, but he came closer, leaving very little space between us. His voice was low and harsh, and far more frightening than when he was yelling.


    “You’re going to need to learn to hold your tongue. If not, you and I will be enemies. Trust me when I say that you do not want to be my enemy.”


    His angry finger was pointing into my cheek. He could rip me to shreds right now. Even if there was someone nearby, what would they do? No one was going to protect me from the king.


    I tried to sound calm. “I understand.”


    “Excellent,” he said, suddenly turning cheerful. “Then I’ll leave you to settle back in. Good afternoon.”


    I stood there, only realizing once he left that I was shaking. When he said to keep my mouth shut, I assumed that meant not even thinking of mentioning this to Maxon. So, for now I wouldn’t. I was betting this was a test to see how far he could push me. I willed myself to be unbreakable.


    As I thought it, something in me changed. I was nervous, yes, but I was also angry.


    Who was this man to order me around? Yes, he was king; but, really, he was just a tyrant. Somehow he’d convinced himself that by keeping everyone around him oppressed and quiet, he was doing us all a favor. How was it a blessing to be forced to live in a corner of society? How was it good that there were limits for everyone in Illéa but him?


    I thought of Maxon sneaking Marlee into the depths of the kitchens. Even if I wasn’t here for very long, I knew he would do a better job than his father. Maxon at least had the capacity for compassion.


    I continued to breathe slowly, and once I felt composed, I carried on.


    I walked into my room and scurried over to press the button that sent for my maids. Faster than I could have imagined, Anne, Mary, and Lucy came running breathlessly into my room.


    “My lady?” Anne said. “Is something wrong?”


    I smiled. “Not unless you think me staying is a bad thing.”


    Lucy squealed. “Really?”


    “Absolutely.”


    “But how?” Anne asked. “I thought you said—”


    “I know, I know. It’s hard to explain. All I can say is that I’ve been given a second chance. Maxon matters to me, and I’m going to fight for him.”


    “That’s so romantic!” Mary cried, and Lucy started clapping her hands.


    “Hush, hush!” Anne called out sternly. I thought she would be excited and didn’t understand her sudden seriousness.


    “If she’s going to win, we need a plan.” Her smile was diabolical, and I grinned with her. I’d never met anyone as organized as these girls. If I had them, there was no way I could lose.


    END OF BOOK TWO
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  CHAPTER 1


  THIS TIME WE WERE IN the Great Room enduring another etiquette lesson when bricks came flying through the window. Elise immediately hit the ground and started crawling for the side door, whimpering as she went. Celeste let out a high-pitched scream and bolted toward the back of the room, barely escaping a shower of glass. Kriss grabbed my arm, pulling me, and I broke into a run alongside her as we made our way to the exit.


  “Hurry, ladies!” Silvia cried.


  Within seconds, the guards had lined up at the windows and were firing, and the bursts of sound echoed in my ears as we fled. Whether they came with guns or stones, anyone showing the smallest level of aggression within sight of the palace would die. There was no more patience left for these attacks.


  “I hate running in these shoes,” Kriss muttered, a heap of dress draped over her arm, eyes focused on the end of the hall.


  “One of us is going to have to get used to it,” Celeste said, her breath labored.


  I rolled my eyes. “If it’s me, I’ll wear sneakers every day. I’m already over this.”


  “Less talking, more moving!” Silvia yelled.


  “How do we get downstairs from here?” Elise asked.


  “What about Maxon?” Kriss huffed.


  Silvia didn’t answer. We followed her through a maze of hallways, looking for a path to the basement, watching as guard after guard ran in the opposite direction. I found myself admiring them, wondering at the courage it took to run toward danger for the sake of other people.


  The guards passing us were completely indistinguishable from one another until a set of green eyes locked with mine. Aspen didn’t look afraid or even startled. There was a problem, and he was on his way to fix it. That was simply who he was.


  Our gaze was brief, but it was enough. It was like that with Aspen. In a split second, without a word, I could tell him Be careful and stay safe. And saying nothing, he’d answer I know, just take care of yourself.


  While I could easily be at peace with the things we didn’t need to say, I had no such luck with the things we’d said out loud. Our last conversation wasn’t exactly a happy one. I had been about to leave the palace and had asked him to give me some space to get over the Selection. And then I’d ended up staying and had given him no explanation as to why.


  Maybe his patience with me was falling short, his ability to see only the best in me running dry. Somehow I would have to fix that. I couldn’t see a life for me that didn’t include Aspen. Even now, as I hoped Maxon would choose me, a world without Aspen felt unimaginable.


  “Here it is!” Silvia called, pushing a mysterious panel in a wall.


  We started down the stairs, Elise and Silvia heading the charge.


  “Damn it, Elise, pick up the pace!” Celeste yelled. I wanted to be irritated that she said it, but I knew we were all thinking the same thing.


  As we descended into the darkness, I tried to reconcile myself to the hours that would be wasted, hiding like mice. We continued on, the sound of our escape covering the shouts until one man’s voice rang out right on top of us.


  “Stop!” he yelled.


  Kriss and I turned together, watching as the uniform became clear. “Wait,” she called to the girls below. “It’s a guard.”


  We stood on the steps, breathing heavily. He finally reached us, gasping himself.


  “Sorry, ladies. The rebels ran as soon as the shots were fired. Weren’t in the mood for a fight today, I guess.”


  Silvia, running her hands over her clothes to smooth them, spoke for us. “Has the king deemed it safe? If not, you’re putting these girls in a very dangerous position.”


  “The head of the guard cleared it. I’m sure His Majesty—”


  “You don’t speak for the king. Come on, ladies, keep moving.”


  “Are you serious?” I asked. “We’re going down there for nothing.”


  She fixed me with a stare that might have stopped a rebel in his tracks, and I shut my mouth. Silvia and I had built a friendship of sorts as she unknowingly helped me distract myself from Maxon and Aspen with her extra lessons. After my little stunt on the Report a few days ago, it seemed that had dissolved into nothing. Turning to the guard, she continued. “Get an official order from the king, and we’ll return. Keep walking, ladies.”


  The guard and I shared an exasperated look and parted ways.


  Silvia showed absolutely no remorse when, twenty minutes later, a different guard came, telling us we were free to go upstairs.


  I was so irritated by the whole situation, I didn’t wait for Silvia or the other girls. I climbed the stairs, exiting somewhere on the first floor, and continued to my room with my shoes still hooked on my fingers. My maids were missing, but a small silver platter holding an envelope was waiting on the bed.


  I recognized May’s handwriting instantly and tore open the envelope, devouring her words.


  
    Ames,


    We’re aunts! Astra is perfect. I wish you were here to meet her in person, but we all understand you need to be at the palace right now. Do you think we’ll be together for Christmas? Not that far away! I’ve got to get back to helping Kenna and James. I can’t believe how pretty she is! Here’s a picture for you. We love you!


    May

  


  I slipped the glossy photo from behind the note. Everyone was there except for Kota and me. James, Kenna’s husband, was beaming, standing over his wife and daughter with puffy eyes. Kenna sat upright in the bed, holding a tiny pink bundle, looking equal parts thrilled and exhausted. Mom and Dad were glowing with pride, while May’s and Gerad’s enthusiasm jumped from the image. Of course Kota wouldn’t have gone; there was nothing for him to gain from being present. But I should have been there.


  I wasn’t though.


  I was here. And sometimes I didn’t understand why. Maxon was still spending time with Kriss, even after all he’d done to get me to stay. The rebels unrelentingly attacked our safety from the outside, and inside, the king’s icy words did just as much damage to my confidence. All the while, Aspen orbited me, a secret I had to keep. And the cameras came and went, stealing pieces of our lives to entertain the people. I was being pushed into a corner from every angle, and I was missing out on all the things that had always mattered to me.


  I choked back angry tears. I was so tired of crying.


  Instead I went into planning mode. The only way to set things right was to end the Selection.


  Though I still occasionally questioned my desire to be the princess, there was no doubt in my mind that I wanted to be Maxon’s. If that was going to happen, I couldn’t sit back and wait for it. Remembering my last conversation with the king, I paced as I waited for my maids.


  I could hardly breathe, so I knew eating would be a waste. But it would be worth the sacrifice. I needed to make some progress, and I needed to do it fast. According to the king, the other girls were making advances toward Maxon—physical advances—and he’d said I was far too plain to have a chance of matching them in that department.


  As if my relationship with Maxon wasn’t complicated enough, there was a whole new issue of rebuilding trust. And I wasn’t sure if that meant I wasn’t supposed to ask questions or not. While I felt pretty sure he hadn’t gone that far physically with the other girls, I couldn’t help but wonder. I’d never tried to be seductive before—pretty much every intimate moment I’d had with Maxon came about without intention—but I had to hope that if I was deliberate, I could make it clear that I was just as interested in him as the others.


  I took a deep breath, raised my chin, and walked into the dining hall. I was purposely a minute or two late, hoping everyone would already be seated. I was right on that count. But the reaction was better than I’d hoped.


  I curtsied, swinging my leg around so the slit in the dress fell open, leading nearly all the way up my thigh. The dress was a deep red, strapless and practically backless, and I was almost positive my maids had used magic to make it stay up at all. I rose, locking eyes with Maxon, who I noticed had stopped chewing. Someone dropped a fork.


  Lowering my gaze, I walked to my seat, settling in next to Kriss.


  “Seriously, America?” she whispered.


  I tilted my head in her direction. “I’m sorry?” I replied, feigning confusion.


  She put her silverware down, and we stared at each other. “You look trashy.”


  “Well, you look jealous.”


  I’d hit pretty close to the mark, because she flushed a bit before returning to her food. I took limited bites of my own, already miserably constricted. As dessert was being set in front of me, I chose to stop ignoring Maxon, and as I had hoped, his eyes were on me. He reached up and grabbed his ear immediately, and I demurely did the same. My gaze flickered quickly toward King Clarkson, and I tried not to smile. He was irritated, another trick I’d managed to get away with.


  I excused myself first, giving Maxon a chance to admire the back of the dress, and scurried to my room. I closed the door to my room behind me and unzipped the gown immediately, desperate for a breath.


  “How’d it go?” Mary asked, rushing over.


  “He seemed stunned. They all did.”


  Lucy squealed, and Anne came to help Mary. “We’ll hold it up. Just walk,” she ordered. I did as I was told. “Is he coming tonight?”


  “Yes. I’m not sure when, but he’ll definitely be here.” I perched on the edge of my bed, arms folded around my stomach to keep the open dress from falling down.


  Anne gave me a sad face. “I’m sorry you’ll have to be uncomfortable for a few more hours. I’m sure it’ll be worth it though.”


  I smiled, trying to look like I was fine dealing with the pain. I’d told my maids I wanted to get Maxon’s attention. I’d left out my hope that, with any luck, this dress would be on the floor pretty soon.


  “Do you want us to stay until he arrives?” Lucy asked, her enthusiasm bubbling over.


  “No, just help me zip this thing back up. I need to think some things through,” I answered, standing so they could help me.


  Mary took hold of the zipper. “Suck it in, miss.” I obeyed, and as the dress cinched me in again, I thought of a soldier going to war. Different armor but the same idea.


  Tonight I was taking down a man.


  CHAPTER 2


  I OPENED THE BALCONY DOORS, letting the air sweeten my room. Even though it was December, the breeze was light and tickled my skin. We weren’t allowed to go outside at all anymore, not without guards by our sides, so this would have to do.


  I scurried around the room, lighting candles, trying to make the space inviting. The knock came at the door, and I blew out the match, bolted over to the bed, picked up a book, and fanned out my dress. Why yes, Maxon, this is how I always look when I read.


  “Come in,” I offered, barely loud enough to be heard.


  Maxon entered, and I lifted my head delicately, catching the wonder in his eyes as he surveyed my dimly lit room. Finally he focused on me, his gaze traveling up my exposed leg.


  “There you are,” I said, closing the book and standing to greet him.


  He shut the door and came in, his eyes locked on my curves. “I wanted to tell you that you look fantastic tonight.”


  I flicked my hair over my shoulder. “Oh, this thing? It was just sitting in the back of the closet.”


  “I’m glad you pulled it out.”


  I laced my fingers through his. “Come sit with me. I haven’t seen you much lately.”


  He sighed and followed. “I’m sorry about that. Things have been a bit tense since we lost so many people in that rebel attack, and you know how my father is. We sent several guards to protect your families, and our forces are stretched thin, so he’s worse than usual. And he’s pressuring me to end the Selection, but I’m holding my ground. I want to have some time to think this through.”


  We sat on the edge of the bed, and I settled close to him. “Of course. You should be in charge of this.”


  He nodded. “Exactly. I know I’ve said it a thousand times, but when people push me, it makes me crazy.”


  I gave him a little pout. “I know.”


  He paused, and I couldn’t read his face. I was trying to figure out how to move this forward without being pushy, but I wasn’t sure how to manufacture a romantic moment.


  “I know this is silly, but my maids put this new perfume on me today. Is it too strong?” I asked, tilting my neck so he could lean in and breathe.


  He came near, his nose hitting a soft patch of skin. “No, dear, it’s lovely,” he said into the curve that led to my shoulder. Then he kissed me there. I swallowed, trying to focus. I needed to have some level of control.


  “I’m glad you like it. I’ve really missed you.”


  I felt his hand snake around my back, and I brought my face down. There he was, eyes looking into mine, our lips millimeters apart.


  “How much have you missed me?” he breathed.


  His stare, combined with his voice being so low, was doing funny things to my heartbeat. “So much,” I whispered back. “So, so much.”


  I leaned forward, aching to be kissed. Maxon was confident, pulling me closer with one hand and stringing the other through my hair. My body wanted to melt into the kiss, but the dress stopped me. Then, suddenly nervous again, I remembered my plan.


  Sliding my hands down Maxon’s arms, I guided his fingers to the zipper on the back of my dress, hoping that would be enough.


  His hands lingered there for a moment, and I was seconds away from just asking him to unzip it when he burst out laughing.


  The sound sobered me up pretty quickly.


  “What’s so funny?” I asked, horrified, trying to think of an inconspicuous way to check my breath.


  “Of everything you’ve done, this is by far the most entertaining!” Maxon bent over, hitting his knee as he laughed.


  “Excuse me?”


  He kissed me hard on my forehead. “I always wondered what it would be like to see you try.” He started laughing again. “I’m sorry; I have to go.” Even the way he stood held a sense of amusement. “I’ll see you in the morning.”


  And then he left. He just left!


  I sat there, completely mortified. Why in the world did I think I could pull that off? Maxon may not know everything about me, but at the very least he knew my character—and this? It wasn’t me.


  I looked down at the ridiculous dress. It was way too much. Even Celeste wouldn’t have gone this far. My hair was too perfect, my makeup too heavy. He knew what I was trying to do from the second he walked through the doorway. Sighing, I went around the room, blowing out candles and wondering how I was supposed to face him tomorrow.


  CHAPTER 3


  I DEBATED CLAIMING THE STOMACH flu. Or an incapacitating headache. Panic attack. Really, anything to get out of going to breakfast.


  Then I thought of Maxon and how he always talked about putting on a brave face. That wasn’t a particular strength of mine. But if I went downstairs at least, if I could just be present, maybe he’d give me some credit.


  In hopes that I could erase some of what I’d done, I asked my maids to put me in the most demure dress I had. Based on that request alone, they knew not to ask about the night before. The neckline was a bit higher than the ones we typically wore in the warm Angeles weather, and it had sleeves that went nearly to my elbows. It was flowery and cheerful, the opposite of last night’s getup.


  I could barely look at Maxon when I entered the dining hall, but I walked tall at least.


  When I finally peeked at him, he was watching me, grinning. As he chewed his food, he winked at me; and I ducked my head again, pretending to be very interested in my quiche.


  “Glad to see you in actual clothes today,” Kriss spat.


  “Glad to see you in such a good mood.”


  “What in the world has gotten into you?” she hissed.


  Dejected, I gave up. “I’m not up for this today, Kriss. Just leave me alone.”


  For a moment, she looked as if she might fight back, but I guessed I wasn’t worth it. She sat up a little straighter and continued eating. If I’d had any level of success last night, then I could justify my actions; as it was, I couldn’t even fake being proud.


  I risked another glance at Maxon, and even though he wasn’t watching me, he was still suppressing a smug expression as he cut his food. That was it. I wasn’t going to suffer through a day like this. I was about to swoon or clutch my stomach or do anything to get me out of the room when a butler came in. He carried an envelope on a silver platter, and he bowed before placing it in front of King Clarkson.


  The king took the letter and read it quickly. “Damn French,” he muttered. “Sorry, Amberly, it looks like I’ll be leaving within the hour.”


  “Another problem with the trade agreement?” she asked quietly.


  “Yes. I thought we’d settled all this months ago. We need to be firm on this one.” He stood, throwing his napkin on his plate, and made his way to the door.


  “Father,” Maxon called, standing. “Don’t you want me to come?”


  It had struck me as odd that the king didn’t bark out a command for his son to follow when he exited, seeing as that was his usual method of instructing. Instead he turned to Maxon, his eyes cold and his voice sharp.


  “When you’re ready to behave the way a king should, you’ll get to experience what a king does.” Without saying anything more, he left us.


  Maxon stood for a moment, shocked and embarrassed by his father’s choice to call him out in front of everyone. As he sat down, he turned to his mother. “Wasn’t really looking forward to that flight, if I’m being honest,” he said, joking away the tension. The queen smiled, as of course she must, and the rest of us ignored it.


  The other girls finished their breakfasts and excused themselves to the Women’s Room. When it was just Maxon, Elise, and me remaining at our tables, I looked up at him. We both tugged our ears at the same time, then smiled. Elise finally left, and we met in the middle of the room, not bothered by the maids and butlers cleaning up around us.


  “It’s my fault he’s not taking you,” I lamented.


  “Perhaps,” he teased. “Trust me, this isn’t the first time he’s tried to put me in my place, and he has a million reasons in his head why he thinks he should. It wouldn’t surprise me if his only motive this time was spite. He doesn’t want to lose control, and the closer I am to picking a wife, the more of a likelihood that is for him. Though we both know he’ll never truly let go.”


  “You might as well just send me home. He’s never going to let you pick me.” I still hadn’t told Maxon about how his father had cornered me, threatening me in the middle of the hall after Maxon talked him into letting me stay. King Clarkson had made it clear I was to keep my mouth shut about our conversation, and I didn’t want to cross him. At the same time, I hated keeping it from Maxon.


  “Besides,” I added, crossing my arms, “after last night, I can’t imagine you’re that keen on keeping me anyway.”


  He bit his lips. “I’m sorry I laughed, but really, what else could I do?”


  “I had plenty of ideas,” I muttered, still embarrassed at my attempt to seduce him. “I feel so stupid.” I buried my head in my hands.


  “Stop,” he said gently, pulling me in for an embrace. “Trust me when I say, it was very tempting. But you’re not that girl.”


  “But shouldn’t I be? Shouldn’t that be part of what we are?” I whined into his chest.


  “Don’t you remember the night in the safe room?” he said, his voice low.


  “Yes, but that was basically us saying good-bye.”


  “It would have been a fantastic good-bye.”


  I stepped away and swatted at him. He laughed, happy to have broken through the uneasiness.


  “Let’s forget about it,” I proposed.


  “Very well,” he agreed. “Besides, we have a project to work on, you and I.”


  “We do?”


  “Yes, and since my father is gone, this will be a convenient time to start brainstorming.”


  “All right,” I said, excited to be a part of something that was just between the two of us.


  He sighed, making me nervous about what he was planning. “You’re right. Father doesn’t approve of you. But he might be forced to bend if we can manage one thing.”


  “Which is?”


  “We have to make you the people’s favorite.”


  I rolled my eyes. “That is what we’re working on? Maxon, that’s never going to happen. I saw a poll in one of Celeste’s magazines after I tried to save Marlee. People can hardly stand me.”


  “Opinions change. Don’t let that one moment bring you down too much.”


  I still felt hopeless, but what could I say? If this was my only option, I had to at least try.


  “Fine,” I said. “But I’m telling you, this won’t work.”


  With an impish grin on his face, he came very close and gave me a long, slow kiss. “And I’m telling you it will.”


  CHAPTER 4


  I WALKED INTO THE WOMEN’S Room, thoughts focused on Maxon’s new plan. The queen hadn’t shown up yet, and the girls were all laughing in a clump by the windows.


  “America, come here!” Kriss said urgently. Even Celeste turned back smiling, waving me over.


  I was a little uneasy about what could be waiting for me, but I walked to the huddle anyway.


  “Oh, my goodness!” I squealed.


  “I know,” Celeste sighed.


  There, running laps in the garden without their shirts on, were half of the guards in the palace. Aspen had told me that all guards got injections to help keep them strong, but apparently they also did a lot of work to keep their bodies in peak condition.


  While we were all devoted to Maxon, the sight of cute boys was something we couldn’t ignore.


  “The guy with blond hair,” Kriss said. “Well, I think he’s a blond. Their hair is so short!”


  “I like this one,” Elise said quietly as another guard ran past our window.


  Kriss giggled. “I can’t believe we’re doing this!”


  “Oh, oh! That guy, right there with the green eyes,” Celeste said, pointing to Aspen.


  Kriss sighed. “I danced with him at Halloween, and he’s as funny as he is good-looking.”


  “I danced with him, too,” Celeste bragged. “Easily the most gorgeous guard in the palace.”


  I had to laugh a little. I wondered how she would feel if she knew he used to be a Six.


  I watched him run and thought about the hundreds of times those arms had embraced me. The distance growing between Aspen and me felt unavoidable, but even now I had to wonder if there was a way to keep some piece of what we had. What if I needed him?


  “What about you, America?” Kriss asked.


  The only one who really caught my eye was Aspen, and after feeling that ache for him, this felt kind of stupid. I dodged the question.


  “I don’t know. They’re all kind of nice.”


  “Kind of nice?” Celeste echoed. “You have to be kidding! These are some of the best-looking guys I’ve ever seen.”


  “It’s only a bunch of boys without their shirts on,” I countered.


  “Yeah, why don’t you enjoy it for a minute before it’s just the three of us you have to look at,” she said snippily.


  “Whatever. Maxon looks just as good without his shirt on as any of those guys.”


  “What?” Kriss shrieked.


  A second after the words slipped out of my mouth, I realized what I’d said. Three sets of eyes focused in on me.


  “When were you and Maxon topless, exactly?” Celeste demanded.


  “I wasn’t!”


  “But he was?” Kriss asked. “Was that what that god-awful dress was about yesterday?”


  Celeste gasped. “You slut!”


  “Excuse me!” I yelled.


  “Well, what else would you expect?” she snapped, crossing her arms. “Unless you want to tell us all what happened and why we’re so wrong.”


  But there was no way to explain this. Undressing Maxon hadn’t exactly been a romantic moment, but I couldn’t tell them I’d been tending to wounds on his back specifically delivered by his father. He’d spent his life guarding that secret. If I betrayed him now, it would be the end of us.


  “Celeste was half-naked up against him in a hallway!” I accused, pointing a finger at her.


  Her mouth popped open. “How did you know?”


  “Has everyone been getting naked with Maxon?” Elise asked, horrified.


  “We weren’t naked!” I shouted.


  “Okay,” Kriss said, putting out her arms. “We need to clear this up. Who has done what with Maxon?”


  Everyone was quiet for a moment, not wanting to speak up first.


  “I’ve kissed him,” Elise said. “Three times, but that’s it.”


  “I haven’t kissed him at all,” Kriss confessed. “But that’s by my own choosing. He would kiss me if I’d let him.”


  “Really? Not once?” Celeste asked, shocked.


  “Not once.”


  “Well, I’ve kissed him plenty.” Celeste flipped her hair, deciding to be proud instead of embarrassed. “The best was in the hallway one night.” She eyed me. “We kept whispering about how exciting it was that we might get caught.”


  Finally all eyes were on me. I thought of the king’s words, suggesting that maybe the other girls were being much more promiscuous than I was prepared to be. But now I knew it was one more weapon in his arsenal, a way to make me feel insignificant. I came clean.


  “I was Maxon’s first kiss, not Olivia. I didn’t want anyone to know. And we’ve had a few . . . more intimate moments, and one of those times Maxon’s shirt came off.”


  “Came off? Like it magically flew over his head?” Celeste pressed.


  “He took it off,” I admitted.


  Not satisfied, Celeste pushed on. “He took it off or you took it off?”


  “I guess we both did.”


  After a charged moment, Kriss started again. “Okay, so now we all know where we stand.”


  “And where is that?” Elise asked.


  No one answered.


  “I just want to say . . . ,” I started. “All of those moments were really important to me, and I care about Maxon.”


  “Are you implying that we don’t?” Celeste barked.


  “I know that you don’t.”


  “How dare you?”


  “Celeste, it’s no secret that you want someone with power. I’m willing to bet you like Maxon well enough, but you’re not in love with him. You’re shooting for the crown.”


  Without denying it, she turned on Elise. “What about this one? I’ve never seen a speck of emotion out of you!”


  “I’m reserved. You should try it sometime,” Elise fired back quickly. Seeing a spark of anger in Elise made me like her more. “In my family, all the marriages are arranged. I knew what was coming for me, and that’s all this is. I may not be head over heels for Maxon, but I respect him. Love can come later.”


  Sympathetically, Kriss spoke. “That actually sounds kind of sad, Elise.”


  “It’s not. There are bigger things than love.”


  We stared at Elise, her words echoing. I fought for my family out of love, and for Aspen, too. And now, though it scared me to think it, I was sure that all my actions where Maxon was concerned—even when they were hopelessly stupid—were driven by that feeling. Still, what if there was something more important here than that?


  “Well, I’ll say it: I love him,” Kriss blurted. “I love him, and I want him to marry me.”


  Snapped back into the discussion at hand, I ached to melt into the carpet. What had I started?


  “All right, America, fess up,” Celeste demanded.


  I froze, breathing shallowly. It took me a moment to find the right words.


  “Maxon knows how I feel, and that’s all that matters.”


  She rolled her eyes at my answer but didn’t press any further. No doubt she was worried I would do the same to her if she did.


  We stood there, looking at one another. The Selection had been going on for months, and now we could finally see the real lines of competition. We’d all gotten a peek into everyone else’s relationship with Maxon—at least one aspect of it—and could look at them side by side.


  Moments later the queen walked in, wishing us a good morning. After curtsying to her, we all retreated. Into corners, into ourselves. Maybe it was always supposed to come to this. There were four girls and one prince, and three of us would be leaving soon with little more than an interesting story of how we spent our fall.


  CHAPTER 5


  I WAS WRINGING MY HANDS as I paced the downstairs library, trying to put the words together in my head. I knew I needed to explain what had just happened to Maxon before he heard about it from the other girls, but that didn’t mean I was looking forward to the conversation.


  “Knock, knock,” he said, coming in. He took in my worried expression. “What’s wrong?”


  “Don’t get mad,” I warned as he approached.


  His pace slowed, and the concerned look on his face became guarded instead. “I’ll try.”


  “The girls know I saw you without your shirt on.” I saw the question coming to his lips. “I didn’t say anything about your back,” I vowed. “I wanted to, because now they just think we were in the middle of some big make-out fest.”


  He smiled. “It did end up that way.”


  “Don’t joke, Maxon! They hate me right now.”


  The light didn’t leave his eyes as he hugged me. “If it’s any consolation, I’m not mad. So long as you kept my secret, I don’t mind. Though I am a little shocked you told them. How did it even come up?”


  I buried my head in his chest. “I don’t think I can tell you.”


  “Hmm.” His thumb rubbed up and down my back. “I thought we were supposed to be working on our trust.”


  “We are. I’m asking you to trust that this will only get worse if I tell you.” Maybe I was wrong, but I was pretty sure confessing to Maxon that we were checking out half-dressed, sweaty guards would get us all into some kind of trouble.


  “Okay,” he finally said. “The girls know you’ve seen me partly undressed. Anything else?”


  I hesitated. “They know I was your first kiss. And I know everything you have and haven’t done with them.”


  He pulled back. “What?”


  “After I let the whole shirtless thing slip, there was a lot of finger-pointing, and everyone came clean. I know you’ve spent plenty of time kissing Celeste and that you would have kissed Kriss long before now if she would have let you. It all came out.”


  He wiped his hand over his face, taking a few paces as he processed this. “So I have absolutely no privacy anymore? None? Because the four of you had to check scores with each other?” His frustration was clear.


  “You know, for someone concerned with honesty, you ought to be grateful.”


  He stopped and stared. “I beg your pardon?”


  “Everything is out in the open now. We all have a pretty good idea of where we stand, and I, for one, am thankful.”


  He rolled his eyes. “Thankful?”


  “If you had told me that Celeste and I were at about the same point with you physically, I would never have tried to come on to you like I did last night. Do you know how humiliated I was?”


  He scoffed and started pacing again. “Please, America, you’ve said and done so many foolish things, I’m surprised you can even be embarrassed anymore.”


  Maybe it was because I had been raised with less of an articulate education, but it took a second for the full impact of his words to hit me. Maxon had always liked me, or so he’d said. I knew it was against the better judgment of other people. Was it also against his?


  “I’ll go then,” I said quietly, unable to look him in the eye. “Sorry I let the whole shirt thing out.” I started walking away, feeling so small I wondered if he even noticed.


  “Come on, America. I didn’t mean it like—”


  “No, it’s fine,” I mumbled. “I’ll watch my words better.”


  I made my way upstairs, unsure of whether I wanted Maxon to come after me or not. He didn’t.


  When I got to my room, Anne, Mary, and Lucy were in there, changing my sheets and dusting the shelves.


  “Hello, my lady,” Anne greeted. “Would you like some tea?”


  “No, I’m just going to sit on the balcony for a moment. If any visitors come, tell them I’m resting.”


  Anne frowned a bit but nodded. “Of course.”


  I spent some time taking in the fresh air, then went over the assigned reading Silvia had prepared for us. I took a short nap and played my violin for a little while. So long as I could avoid the other girls and Maxon, I really didn’t care what I was doing.


  With the king away, we were allowed to take our meals in our rooms, so I did. Halfway through my lemon-and-pepper chicken, a knock came at the door. Maybe I was being paranoid, but I was sure it was Maxon. There was no way I could see him right now. I grabbed Mary and Anne and headed to the bathroom.


  “Lucy,” I whispered. “Tell him I’m taking a bath.”


  “Him? A bath?”


  “Yes. Don’t let him in,” I instructed.


  “What’s this all about?” Anne asked as I closed the door, pressing my ear up against it.


  “Can you hear anything?” I asked.


  They both put their ears to the door, too, waiting to see if something intelligible came through.


  I heard Lucy’s muffled voice, but then I put my ear to the crack of the door and the following conversation was much clearer.


  “She’s in the bath, Your Majesty,” Lucy answered calmly. It was Maxon.


  “Oh. I was hoping she’d be eating still. I thought maybe I could have my dinner with her.”


  “She decided to take a bath before she ate.” There was a tiny waver in her voice, uncomfortable with being dishonest.


  Come on, Lucy. Hold it together.


  “I see. Well, maybe you could have her send for me when she’s done. I’d like to speak with her.”


  “Umm . . . it might be a very long bath, Your Majesty.”


  Maxon paused. “Oh. Very well. Then could you please let her know I came by and tell her to send for me if she’d like to talk. Tell her not to worry about the hour; I’ll come.”


  “Yes, sir.”


  It was quiet for a long time, and I was starting to think he had left.


  “Um, thank you,” he said finally. “Good night.”


  “Good night, Your Majesty.”


  I hid for a few seconds longer to make sure he was gone. When I came out, Lucy was still standing by the door. I looked at all my maids, seeing the questions in their eyes.


  “I just want to be alone tonight,” I said vaguely. “In fact, I think I’m ready to wind down. If you could take my dinner tray, I’m going to get ready for bed.”


  “Do you want one of us to stay?” Mary asked. “In case you decide to send for the prince?”


  I could see the hope in their eyes, but I had to let them down.


  “No, I just need some rest. I’ll see Maxon in the morning.”


  It was strange tucking myself into bed, knowing something was hanging between Maxon and me, but I didn’t know how to talk to him right now. It didn’t make sense. We’d already been through so many ups and downs together, so many attempts to make this relationship real; but it was clear that if that was going to happen, we still had a very long way to go.


  I was gruffly awoken before dawn. The light from the hallway flooded my room, and I rubbed my eyes as a guard entered.


  “Lady America, wake up, please,” he said.


  “What’s wrong?” I asked, yawning.


  “There’s an emergency. We need you downstairs.”


  At once my blood turned cold. My family was dead; I knew it. We’d sent guards; we’d warned those at home this was possible, but the rebels were too much. The same thing had happened to Natalie. She left the Selection an only child after the rebels killed her little sister. None of our families was safe anymore.


  I threw off the covers and grabbed my robe and slippers. I ran down the hall and stairs as quickly as I could, nearly slipping twice on the steps.


  When I got to the first floor, Maxon was there, talking intently to a guard. I ran up to him, forgetting about everything from the last two days.


  “Are they all right?” I asked, trying not to cry. “How bad is it?”


  “What?” he asked, taking me in for an unexpected hug.


  “My parents, my brothers and sisters. Are they okay?”


  Quickly Maxon held me at arm’s length and looked me in the eye. “They’re fine, America. I’m sorry; I should have realized that’s what you would have thought of first.”


  I nearly started weeping I was so relieved.


  Maxon seemed a bit confused as he continued. “There are rebels in the palace.”


  “What?” I shrieked. “Why aren’t we hiding?”


  “They’re not here to attack.”


  “Then why are they here?”


  He sighed. “It’s only two rebels from the Northern camp. They’re unarmed, and they’re specifically asking to speak to me . . . and to you.”


  “Why me?”


  “I’m not sure; but I’m going to talk to them, so I thought I would give you the chance to speak to them as well.”


  I looked down at myself and ran my hand over my hair. “I’m in my nightgown.”


  He smiled. “I know, but this is very informal. It’s fine.”


  “Do you want me to talk to them?”


  “That is truly up to you, but I’m curious as to why they want to speak with you in particular. I’m not sure they’ll tell me if you’re not there.”


  I nodded, weighing this in my head. I wasn’t sure I wanted to talk to rebels. Unarmed or not, they were probably far deadlier than I could ever be. But if Maxon thought I could do it, maybe I should. . . .


  “Okay,” I said, pulling myself up. “Okay.”


  “You won’t get hurt, America. I promise.” His hand was still on mine, and he gave my fingers a tiny squeeze. He turned to the guard. “Lead the way. Keep your holster unlocked, just in case.”


  “Of course, Your Majesty,” he answered, and escorted us around the corner into the Great Room, where two people were standing, surrounded by more guards.


  It took me seconds to find Aspen in the crowd.


  “Could you call off your dogs?” one of the rebels asked. He was tall and slim and blond. His boots were covered in mud, and his outfit looked like something a Seven might wear: a pair of heavy pants taken in to fit him closely and a patched-up shirt beneath a beaten leather jacket. A rusting compass on a long chain swung around his neck, moving as he shifted. He looked rugged without being terrifying, which wasn’t what I’d expected.


  Even more unexpected was that his companion was a girl. She, too, wore boots; but as if she was trying to be resourceful and fashionable at the same time, she had on leggings and a skirt constructed from the same material as the male’s pants. Her hip jutted out confidently to the side despite her being surrounded by guards. Even if I hadn’t recognized her face, I would have remembered her jacket. Denim and cropped, covered with what looked like dozens of embroidered flowers.


  Making sure I remembered who she was, she gave me a little curtsy. I made a sound that was somewhere between a laugh and a gasp.


  “What’s wrong?” Maxon asked.


  “Later,” I whispered.


  Confused but calm, he gave me a comforting squeeze and focused again on our guests.


  “We’ve come to speak to you in peace,” the man said. “We are unarmed, and your guards have searched us. I know asking for privacy would be inappropriate, but we have things to discuss with you that no one else should hear.”


  “What about America?” Maxon asked.


  “We want to speak with her as well.”


  “To what end?”


  “Again,” the young man said, almost cockily, “we need to be out of earshot of these guys.” He playfully gestured around the room.


  “If you think you can harm her—”


  “I know you’re skeptical of us, and for good reason, but we have no cause to hurt either of you. We want to talk.”


  Maxon deliberated for a minute. “You,” he said, looking toward one of the guards, “pull down one of the tables and four chairs. Then all of you, please stay back to give our guests some room.”


  The guards obeyed, and we were all silent for a few uncomfortable minutes. When the table was finally down from the stack and in the corner with two chairs on either side, Maxon gestured that the pair should join us over there.


  As we walked, the guards stepped back, wordlessly forming a perimeter around the room and focusing their eyes on the two rebels as if they were prepared to fire at a second’s notice.


  As we reached the table, the male stuck out his hand. “Don’t you think introductions are in order?”


  Maxon eyed him warily but then relented. “Maxon Schreave, your sovereign.”


  The young man chuckled. “Honored, sir.”


  “And you are?”


  “Mr. August Illéa, at your service.”


  CHAPTER 6


  MAXON AND I LOOKED AT each other, then back to the rebels.


  “You heard me right. I’m an Illéa. And by birth, too. This one will be by marriage sooner or later,” August said, nodding to the girl.


  “Georgia Whitaker,” she said. “And of course, we know all about you, America.”


  She gave me another smile, and I returned it. I wasn’t sure I trusted her, but I certainly didn’t hate her.


  “So Father was right.” Maxon sighed. I looked over to him, confused. Maxon knew there were direct descendants of Gregory Illéa walking around? “He said you’d come for the crown one day.”


  “I don’t want your crown,” August assured us.


  “Good, because I intend to lead this country,” Maxon shot back. “I’ve been raised for it, and if you think you can come in here claiming to be Gregory’s great-great-grandson—”


  “I don’t want your crown, Maxon! Destroying the monarchy is more up the Southern rebels’ alley. We have other goals.” August sat at the table, leaning back in his seat. Then as if it was his home we’d stepped into, he swept his arm across the chairs, inviting us to sit.


  Maxon and I eyed each other again and joined him, Georgia following quickly. August looked at us awhile, either studying us or trying to decide where to start.


  Maxon, perhaps reminding us who was in charge, broke the tension. “Would you like some tea or coffee?”


  Georgia lit up. “Coffee?”


  In spite of himself, Maxon smiled at her enthusiasm and turned behind him to get a guard’s attention. “Could you have one of the maids bring some coffee, please? For goodness’ sake, make sure it’s strong.” Then he focused again on August.


  “I can’t begin to imagine what you want from me. It seems you made a point to come while the palace was asleep, and I’m guessing you’d like to keep this visit as secretive as possible. Say what you must. I can’t promise to give you what you want, but I will listen.”


  August nodded and leaned forward. “We’ve been looking for Gregory’s diaries for decades. We knew they existed long ago and had a recent confirmation from a source I cannot reveal.” August looked at me. “It wasn’t your presentation on the Report that gave it away, just so you know.”


  I sighed in relief. The second he mentioned the diaries, I began silently cursing myself and bracing for later when Maxon would add this to the list of stupid things I’d done.


  “We have never desired to take down the monarchy,” he said to Maxon. “Even though it came about in a very corrupt way, we have no problem with having a sovereign leader, particularly if that leader is you.”


  Maxon was still, but I could sense his pride. “Thank you.”


  “What we would like are other things, specific freedoms. We want nominated officials, and we want to end the castes.” August said all this as if it was easy. If he’d seen my presentation get cut off on the Report, he ought to know better.


  “You act like I’m already the king,” Maxon answered in frustration. “Even if it was possible, I can’t simply give you what you’re asking for.”


  “But you’re open to the idea?”


  Maxon raised his hands and dropped them to the table. “What I’m open to is irrelevant at the moment. I am not king.”


  August sighed, looking over to Georgia. They seemed to communicate wordlessly, and I was impressed at their easy intimacy. Here they were, in a very tense situation—one they’d entered maybe suspecting they wouldn’t be able to get out of—and their feelings for each other were so close to the surface.


  “Speaking of kings,” Maxon added, “why don’t you explain to America who you are. I’m sure you’d do a better job than I would.”


  I knew this was a way for Maxon to stall, to think of a way to get control of this situation, but I didn’t mind. I was dying to understand.


  August smiled humorlessly. “That is an interesting story,” he promised, the vibrancy in his voice hinting at how exciting his tale would be. “As you know, Gregory had three children: Katherine, Spencer, and Damon. Katherine was married off to a prince, Spencer died, and Damon was the one who inherited the throne. Then when Damon’s son, Justin, died, his cousin Porter Schreave became prince, marrying Justin’s young widow, who had won the Selection barely three years earlier. And now the Schreaves are the royal family. No more Illéas ought to exist. But we do.”


  “We?” Maxon asked, his tone calculated, like he was hoping for numbers.


  August only nodded. The click of heels announced that the maid was coming. Maxon put a finger to his lips, like August would dare to say more with her in hearing distance. The maid set down the tray and poured coffee for all of us. Georgia’s hands were on her cup immediately, waiting for it to be filled. I didn’t really care for coffee—it was too bitter for my tastes—but I knew it would help me wake up, so I braced myself to take a drink.


  Before I could even sip, Maxon slid the bowl of sugar in front of me. Like he knew.


  “You were saying?” Maxon prompted, taking his coffee black.


  “Spencer didn’t die,” August said flatly. “He knew what his father had done to take over the country, he knew his older sister had basically been sold into marriage, and he knew the same was expected of him. He couldn’t do it, so he ran.”


  “Where did he go?” I asked, speaking for the first time.


  “He hid with relatives and friends, eventually making a camp with some like-minded people in the north. It’s colder up there, wetter, and so hard to navigate that no one tries. We live there quietly most of the time.”


  Georgia nudged him, her face a little shocked.


  August came to his senses. “I suppose I’ve now given you directions to invade us yourself. I want to remind you that we’ve never killed any of your officers or staff, and we avoid injuring them at all costs. All we ever wanted was to put an end to the castes. To do that we needed proof that Gregory was the man we’d always been told he was. We have that now, and America hinted at it enough that we feel we could exploit that if we wanted to. We really don’t though. Not if we don’t have to.”


  Maxon took a deep swig and set down his cup. “I’m honestly not sure what I’m supposed to do with this information. You’re a direct descendant of Gregory Illéa, but you don’t want the crown. You’ve come looking for things only the king could provide, but you asked for an audience with me and one of the Elite. My father isn’t even here.”


  “We know,” August said. “This was deliberate timing.”


  Maxon huffed. “If you don’t want the crown and only want things I can’t give you, why are you here?”


  August and Georgia looked at each other, perhaps preparing themselves for their biggest request yet.


  “We came to ask you for these things because we know you’re a reasonable man. We’ve watched you all your life, and we can see it in your eyes. I can see it now.”


  I tried to be inconspicuous as I studied Maxon’s reaction to these words.


  “You don’t like the castes either. You don’t like the way your father holds the country under his thumb. You don’t want to fight wars you know are nothing more than a distraction. More than anything, you want peace during your lifetime.


  “We’re guessing that once you’re king, things could really change. And we’ve been waiting a long time for that. We’re prepared to wait longer. The Northern rebels are willing to give you our word never to attack the palace again and to do our best to stop or slow the Southern rebels. We see so much that you can’t from behind these walls. We would swear our allegiance to you, without question, if you would be willing to give us a sign of your readiness to work with us toward a future that would finally give the people of Illéa a chance to live their own lives.”


  Maxon didn’t seem to know what to say, so I spoke up.


  “What do the Southern rebels want anyway? Just to kill us all?”


  August moved his head in a motion that was neither a shake nor a nod. “That’s part of it, sure, but only so they’ll have no one to combat them. Too much of the population is oppressed, and this growing cell has bought in to the idea that they could rule the country themselves. America, you’re a Five; I know you’ve seen your share of people who hate the monarchy.”


  Maxon discreetly moved his eyes my way. I gave a brief nod.


  “Of course you have. Because when you’re on the bottom, your only choice is to blame the top. In this case, they’ve got good reason—after all, it was a One who sentenced them to their lives with no real hope for bettering them. Those in charge of the Southern rebels have convinced their disciples that the way to get back what they think is theirs is to take it from the monarchy. But I’ve had people defect from the Southerner rebel leadership and end up with me. I know for a fact that once the Southerners get control, they have no intention of sharing the wealth. When in history has that ever happened?


  “Their plan is to obliterate what Illéa has, take over, make a bunch of promises, and leave everyone in the same place they are now. For most people, I’m sure it’ll get worse. The Sixes and Sevens won’t move up, except for a select few the rebels will manipulate for the sake of the show. Twos and Threes will have everything stripped from them. It’ll make a bunch of people feel vindicated, but it won’t fix anything.


  “If there are no pop stars churning out those mind-numbing songs, then there are no musicians in the booths backing them up, no clerks running back and forth with tapes, no shop owners selling the music. Taking out one person at the top destroys thousands at the bottom.”


  August paused for a moment, looking consumed with worry. “It’ll be Gregory all over again, only worse. The Southerners are prepared to be far more cutthroat than you could ever be, and the chances of the country bouncing back are slim. It’ll be the same old oppression under a brand-new name . . . and your people will suffer like never before.” He looked into Maxon’s eyes. They seemed to have some understanding between them, something that maybe came from being born to lead.


  “All we need is a sign, and we’ll do everything we can to help you change things, peacefully and fairly. Your people deserve a chance.”


  Maxon looked at the table. I couldn’t imagine the debate in his head. “What kind of sign?” he asked hesitantly. “Money?”


  “No,” August said, nearly laughing. “We have more funds than you might guess.”


  “How is that possible?”


  “Donations,” he replied simply.


  Maxon nodded, but I was surprised. Donations meant there were people—who knew how many—supporting them. How big was the Northern rebel force when those supporters were taken into account? How much of the country was asking for exactly what these two had come here requesting?


  “If not money,” Maxon said finally, “what do you want?”


  August flicked his head toward me. “Pick her.”


  I buried my face in my hands, knowing how Maxon would take this.


  There was a long moment of silence before he lost his temper. “I will not have anyone else telling me who I can and cannot marry! This is my life you’re playing games with!”


  I looked up in time to see August stand across the table. “And the palace has been playing with other people’s lives for years. Grow up, Maxon. You’re the prince. You want your damn crown, then keep it. But responsibilities come with that privilege.”


  Guards were cautiously walking our way, alerted by Maxon’s tone and August’s aggressive stance. Certainly they could hear everything by now.


  Maxon stood to counter him. “You don’t get to choose my wife. End of story.”


  August, completely undeterred, stepped back and crossed his arms. “Fine! We have another option if this one doesn’t work.”


  “Who?”


  August rolled his eyes. “As if I would tell you, given how calmly you reacted the first time.”


  “Come off it.”


  “This one or that one doesn’t really matter. We just need to know you’ll have a partner who’ll be on the same page for this plan.”


  “My name is America,” I said fiercely, standing and looking him straight in the eye, “not This One. I’m not some toy in your little revolution. You keep talking about everyone in Illéa having a chance at the life they want. What about me? What about my future? Do I not count in that plan?”


  I searched their faces, waiting for an answer. They were silent. I noticed the guards, surrounding us, on edge.


  I lowered my voice. “I’m all for killing off the castes, but I’m not something to be played with. If you’re looking for a pawn, there’s one girl upstairs so in love with him, she’d do anything you asked if it meant a proposal at the end of the day. And the other two . . . between duty and prestige, they’d be game, too. Go get one of them.”


  Without waiting to be excused, I turned to leave, storming away as best I could in a robe and slippers.


  “America! Wait!” Georgia called. I got out the door before she caught up with me. “Stop for a minute.”


  “What?”


  “We’re sorry. We thought you two were in love. We didn’t realize we were asking for something he’d be opposed to. We were sure he’d be on board.”


  “You don’t understand. He’s so tired of being bullied and bossed around. You have no idea what he’s been through.” I felt the tears rising, and I blinked them away, focusing on the designs on Georgia’s jacket.


  “I know more than you think,” she said. “Maybe not everything, but a lot. We’ve been watching the Selection very closely, and it looks like you two get along so well. He seems so happy around you. And then . . . we know about how you rescued your maids.”


  It took me a second to realize what that meant. Who was watching us on their behalf?


  “And we saw what you did for Marlee. We saw you fight. And then your presentation a few days ago.” She stopped to laugh. “That took some guts. We could use a girl with guts.”


  I shook my head. “I wasn’t trying to be a hero. Most of the time, I don’t feel anything close to brave.”


  “So? It doesn’t really matter how you feel about your character; it just matters what you do with it. You, more than the others, act on what’s right before thinking about what it will mean for yourself. Maxon has some great candidates up there, but they won’t get their hands dirty to make things better. Not like you.”


  “A lot of that was selfish. Marlee was important to me, and so are my maids.”


  She stepped closer. “But didn’t those actions come with consequences?”


  “Yes.”


  “And you probably knew they would. But you acted for those who couldn’t speak up for themselves. That’s special, America.”


  This was different praise from what I was used to. I could handle my dad telling me I was a beautiful singer or Aspen saying I was the prettiest thing he’d ever seen . . . but this? It was almost overwhelming.


  “Honestly, with some of the stuff you’ve done, I can’t believe the king let you stay. The whole thing on the Report . . .” She let out a whistle.


  I laughed. “He was so angry.”


  “I was shocked you made it out alive!”


  “It was by the skin of my teeth, let me tell you. And most days I feel like I’m only seconds away from being kicked out.”


  “But Maxon likes you, right? The way he guards you . . .”


  I shrugged. “There are days when I feel so sure and then others where I have no idea. Today isn’t a good day. Neither was yesterday. Or the day before, if I’m honest.”


  She nodded. “Well, we’re pulling for you, all the same.”


  “Me and someone else,” I corrected.


  “True.”


  Again she gave no clue as to her other favorite.


  “What was the deal with that curtsy in the woods? Just messing with me?” I asked.


  She smiled. “I know it might not seem like it by the way we act sometimes, but we really do care about the royal family. If we lose them, the Southern rebels will win. If they get true control . . . well, you heard August.” She shook her head. “Anyway, I’d felt certain I was looking at my future queen, so I figured the least you deserved was a curtsy.”


  Her reasoning was so silly, it made me laugh again. “I can’t tell you how nice it is to talk to a girl I’m not competing with.”


  “Getting a bit old?” she asked with a sympathetic expression.


  “As it’s gotten smaller, it’s gotten worse. I mean, I knew it would, but . . . it feels like it’s moving away from trying to be the girl that Maxon would pick to making sure the other girls won’t be the one he picks. I don’t know if that makes sense.”


  She nodded. “It does. But, hey, this is what you signed up for.”


  I chuckled. “Actually, I didn’t. I was sort of . . . encouraged to put my name in. I didn’t want to be a princess.”


  “Really?”


  “Really.”


  She smiled. “Not wanting the crown means you’re probably the best person to have it.”


  I stared at her, convinced by her wide eyes that she believed that without a doubt. I hoped to ask more, but Maxon and August came out of the Great Room, looking surprisingly calm. A single guard followed at a distance. August was looking at Georgia like it had hurt him to be away from her even for a few minutes. Maybe that was the only reason she was here today.


  “Are you okay, America?” Maxon asked.


  “Yes.” My ability to look him in the eye had disappeared again.


  “You should go get ready for the day,” he commented. “The guards have been sworn to secrecy, and I’d appreciate the same from you.”


  “Of course.”


  He seemed displeased with my coolness, but how else was I supposed to act right now?


  “Mr. Illéa, it was a pleasure. We’ll talk again soon.” Maxon held out his hand. August took it easily.


  “If there’s anything you need, don’t hesitate to ask. We truly are on your side, Your Majesty.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Georgia, let’s go. Some of these guards look a little too trigger-happy.”


  She chuckled. “See you around, America.”


  I nodded, sure I’d never see her again and sad because of it. She walked past Maxon and slid her hand into August’s. With a guard in tow, they walked out the gaping doors of the palace, leaving Maxon and me alone in the foyer.


  His eyes rose to mine. I mumbled something and pointed upstairs, moving as I did so. His quick objection to choosing me only drove home the pain of his words yesterday in the library. I thought after the safe room there was some kind of understanding between us. But it seemed as if everything had gotten even more muddled than it had been when I was still trying to decide how much I liked Maxon in the first place.


  I didn’t know what this meant for us. Or if there was still an us worth worrying about.


  CHAPTER 7


  FOR AS FAST AS I was at getting to my room, Aspen was faster. I shouldn’t have been surprised. Aspen knew the palace so well, this was probably nothing to him now.


  “Hey,” I started, a little unsure of what to say.


  Quickly, he wrapped his arms around me, then pulled away. “That’s my girl.”


  I smiled. “Yeah?”


  “You put ’em in their place, Mer.” Risking his life, Aspen ran a thumb down my cheek. “You do deserve to be happy. We all do.”


  “Thank you.”


  Smiling, he dropped his hand to move the bracelet Maxon had brought me from New Asia and reached underneath to touch the one I’d made of a button he’d given me. His eyes looked sad as he stared at our little memento.


  “We’ll talk soon. Really talk. There’s a lot we need to work out.”


  With that, Aspen moved down the hall. I sighed and put my head in my hands. Did he assume my rejection meant that I was pushing Maxon away for good? Did he think I wanted to rekindle things with him?


  Then again, hadn’t I just pushed Maxon away?


  Hadn’t I thought yesterday that Aspen needed to stay in my life?


  So then why did everything feel awful?


  The mood in the Women’s Room was dark. Queen Amberly sat writing her letters, and from time to time, I’d notice her peek up to take in the four of us. After yesterday, we were avoiding doing anything that might require us to interact with one another. Celeste had a pile of magazines and was stretched out on the couch. In a very wise move, Kriss had taken her journal and settled in to write, once again positioning herself near the queen. Why hadn’t I thought of that? Elise had gotten out a collection of drawing pencils and was working on something by the window. I was in a wide chair near the door, reading a book.


  As it was, we didn’t even have to make eye contact.


  I tried to concentrate on the words in front of me, but mostly I wondered who the Northern rebels wanted as princess if they couldn’t have me. Celeste was very popular, and it would be easy to get people to follow her. I wondered if they were aware of how manipulative she could be. If they knew things about me, maybe they did. Was there more to Celeste than I’d guessed?


  Kriss was sweet, and according to that poll a while back, she was one of the people’s favorites. Her family didn’t have much sway, but she was more of a princess than the rest of us. She had that air about her. Maybe that was her big draw; she wasn’t perfect, but she was so lovable. There were days when even I wanted to follow Kriss.


  The one I suspected the least was Elise. She’d admitted she didn’t love Maxon and that she was here because of duty. I genuinely thought that when she spoke of duty she meant to her family or to her New Asian roots, not to the Northern rebels. Besides that, she was so stoic and calm. There was nothing close to rebellious about her.


  And that was why I was suddenly positive she was their favorite. She seemed to be trying the least to compete and had openly admitted her coolness toward Maxon. Maybe she didn’t have to try because, at the end of the day, she had a quiet army of supporters to put her under the crown anyway.


  “That’s it,” the queen said suddenly. “All of you, come here.” She pushed her little table away and stood as we all walked over nervously.


  “Something’s wrong. What is it?” she demanded.


  We looked at one another, none of us wanting to explain. Finally too-perfect Kriss piped up.


  “Your Majesty, we’ve just suddenly realized how intense this competition is. We’re a bit more aware of where we each stand with the prince, and it’s difficult to let it sink in and still want to chat right now.”


  The queen nodded in understanding. “How often do you all think of Natalie?” she asked. Natalie had been gone barely a week. I thought of her nearly every day. I also thought of Marlee all the time, and some of the other girls would pop into my head at random as well.


  “Always,” Elise said quietly. “She was so lighthearted.”


  A smile came to her lips as she said this. I had always assumed that Natalie got on Elise’s nerves since she was so reserved and Natalie was so spacey. But maybe it was one of those opposites-attract kinds of friendships.


  “Sometimes she would laugh over the littlest thing,” Kriss added. “It was contagious.”


  “Exactly,” the queen said. “I’ve been where you are, and I know how difficult it is. You second guess the things you do; you second guess everything he does. You wonder over every conversation, trying to read into the breaths between sentences. It’s exhausting.”


  It was as though I could see a weight lifting from everyone. Someone got us.


  “But know this: as much tension as you feel with one another now, you will ache every time one of you leaves. No one will ever understand this experience like the other girls who have been through it, the Elite especially. You may fight, but that’s what sisters do. These girls,” she said, pointing to each of us, “will be the ones you call nearly every day for the first year, terrified of making a mistake and needing their support. When you have parties, these are the names you’ll put at the top of your guest lists, just under the names of your family members. Because that’s what you are now. You’ll never lose these relationships.”


  We looked at one another. If I was the princess and something was happening where I needed a rational perspective, I’d call Elise first. If I was fighting with Maxon, Kriss would remind me of every good thing about him. And Celeste . . . well, I wasn’t so sure, but if anyone was ever going to tell me to toughen up about something, it would be her.


  “So take your time,” she advised. “Adjust to where you are. And let it go. You don’t choose him; he chooses you. There’s no point in hating the others for that.”


  “Do you know who he wants the most?” Celeste asked. And for the first time, I heard worry in her voice.


  “I don’t,” Queen Amberly confessed. “Sometimes I think I could guess, but I don’t pretend to understand everything Maxon feels. I know who the king would choose, but that’s about it.”


  “Who would you choose?” I asked, then cursed myself for being so blunt.


  She smiled kindly. “I honestly haven’t let myself think about it. It would break my heart to start loving one of you like a daughter and then lose you. I couldn’t bear it.”


  I lowered my eyes, not sure if those words were meant to be a comfort or not.


  “I will say I’d be happy to have any of you in my family.” I looked up and watched as she took the time to meet each set of eyes. “For now, there’s work to do.”


  We stood there silently, soaking in her wisdom. I’d never taken the time to look at the competitors in the last Selection, to find their pictures or anything. I knew a handful of names, mostly because older women would drop them into conversations when I sang at parties. It was never that important to me; we already had a queen, and even as a girl, the possibility of becoming a princess never crossed my mind. But now I wondered how many of the women who showed up to visit the queen or came for Halloween were her former competition, now her closest friends.


  Celeste walked away first, heading back to the comfort of the couch. It didn’t seem as if Queen Amberly’s words meant much to her. For some reason that was the tipping point for me. Everything from the last few days crashed back onto my heart, and I could feel it was seconds away from cracking.


  I curtsied. “Excuse me, please,” I mumbled, before moving swiftly to the door. I didn’t have a plan. Maybe I could go sit in the bathroom for a minute or tuck myself away in one of the numerous parlors downstairs. Maybe I would just go to my room and cry my eyes out.


  Unfortunately, it looked like the universe was plotting against me. Just outside the Women’s Room, Maxon was pacing back and forth, looking as if he was trying to solve a riddle. Before I could hide somewhere, he saw me.


  Of everything I wanted to do right now, this was the last thing on my list.


  “I was debating asking you to come out,” he said.


  “What do you need?” I answered shortly.


  Maxon stood there, still working up the nerve to say something that was obviously driving him crazy. “So there’s one girl who loves me beyond reason?”


  I crossed my arms. After the last few days, I should have seen his change of heart coming. “Yes.”


  “Not two?”


  I looked up at him, almost irritated that he needed me to explain. Don’t you already know how I feel? I wanted to scream. Don’t you remember the safe room?


  But, honestly, I needed some confirmation right now, too. What had happened to make me so unsure so quickly?


  The king. His insinuations about what the other girls had done, his praise of their merits made me feel small. And it was compounded by all my missteps with Maxon this week. The only way we would have ever been brought together was because of the Selection; but it seemed that as long as it went on, there was no way for anything to feel certain.


  “You told me you didn’t trust me,” I accused. “The other day you made a point of humiliating me, and yesterday you basically said I was an embarrassment. And not a few hours ago, the suggestion of marrying me sent you into a rage. Forgive me for not feeling so secure in our relationship right now.”


  “You forget that I’ve never done this, America,” he said passionately, but without any anger. “You have someone to compare me to. I don’t even know how to have a typical relationship, and I only get one chance. You’ve had at least two. I’m going to make mistakes.”


  “I don’t mind mistakes,” I shot back. “I mind the uncertainty. Most of the time I can’t tell what’s going on.”


  He was quiet for a moment, and I realized that we’d come to a very serious crossroad. We’d implied so many things, but we couldn’t go on like this for much longer. Even if we ended up together, these moments of insecurity would haunt us.


  “We keep doing this,” I breathed, exhausted with this game. “We get close and then something happens and it falls apart, and you never seem to be able to make a decision. If you want me as much as you’ve always claimed to, why isn’t this over?”


  Even though I’d accused him of not caring about me at all, his frustration melted into sadness. “Because half the time I’ve been sure you loved someone else and the other half I’ve doubted you could love me at all,” he answered, making me feel positively awful.


  “Like I haven’t had my own reasons to doubt? You treat Kriss like she’s heaven on earth, and then I catch you with Celeste—”


  “I explained that.”


  “Yes, but it still hurt to see.”


  “Well, it hurts me to see how quickly you shut down. Where does that even come from?”


  “I don’t know, but maybe you should stop thinking about me for a while.”


  The silence was abrupt.


  “What does that mean?”


  I shrugged. “There are three other girls here. If you’re so worried about your one shot, you might want to make sure you’re not wasting it on me.”


  I walked away, angry with Maxon for making me feel this way . . . and angry with myself for making things so much worse.


  CHAPTER 8


  I WATCHED AS THE PALACE was transformed. Almost overnight, lush Christmas trees lined the hallways of the first floor, garlands were strung down the stairways, and all the floral arrangements were changed to include holly or mistletoe. The strange thing was, if I opened my window, it still felt like the edge of summer outside. I wondered if the palace could somehow manufacture snow. Maybe if I asked Maxon, he’d look into it.


  Then again, maybe not.


  Days passed. I tried not to be upset that Maxon was doing exactly what I’d asked, but as the space between us grew icy, I regretted my pride. I wondered if this was always bound to happen. Was I destined to say the wrong thing, make the wrong choice? Even if Maxon was what I wanted, I was never going to get myself together long enough for it to be real.


  The whole thing just felt tired; it was the same problem I’d been facing since Aspen walked through the doorway of the palace. And I ached from it, from feeling so torn, so confused.


  I’d taken to walking around the palace during the afternoons. With the gardens off-limits, the Women’s Room day after day was too confining.


  It was while I was walking that I felt the shift. As if some unseen trigger had set off everyone in the palace. The guards stood a bit stiller, and the maids walked a bit faster. Even I felt strange, like I wasn’t quite so welcome here as I was only moments ago. Before I knew what it was I was feeling, the king rounded the corner, a small entourage behind him.


  Then it all made perfect sense. His absence made the palace warmer, and now that he was home, we were all subject to his whims again. No wonder the Northern rebels were excited about Maxon.


  I curtsied as the king approached. While he walked, he put up a hand, and the men behind him paused as he came close, leaving us with a small bubble of space in which to speak.


  “Lady America. I see you’re still here,” he said, his smile and his words at odds with each other.


  “Yes, Your Majesty.”


  “And how have you been in my absence?”


  I smiled. “Silent.”


  “That’s a good girl.” He started to walk away but then remembered something and came back. “It was brought to my attention that of the girls left, you’re the only one still receiving money for your participation. Elise gave hers up voluntarily almost immediately after the payments were stopped for the Twos and Threes.”


  That didn’t surprise me. Elise was a Four, but her family owned high-end hotels. They weren’t hurting for money the way the shopkeepers back in Carolina were.


  “I think that should end,” he announced, snapping me back into the moment.


  My face fell.


  “Unless, of course, you’re here for a payout and not because you love my son.” His eyes burned into me, daring me to challenge his decision.


  “You’re right,” I said, hating the way the words felt in my mouth. “It’s only fair.”


  I could see he was disappointed not to get more of a fight. “I’ll see to it immediately.”


  He walked away, and I stood there, trying not to feel sorry for myself. Really, it was fair. How did it look that I was the only one getting checks? It would all end eventually anyway. Sighing, I headed toward my room. The least I could do was write home and warn them that the money wouldn’t be coming anymore.


  I opened my door, and, for the first time, I was completely ignored by my maids. Anne, Mary, and Lucy were in the back corner, hovering over a dress that they appeared to be working on, bickering about their progress.


  “Lucy, you said you were going to finish this hem last night,” Anne said. “You left early to do it.”


  “I know, I know. I got sidetracked. I can do it now.” Her eyes were pleading. Lucy was already a bit sensitive, and I knew Anne’s rigid manner sometimes got to her.


  “You’ve been getting sidetracked an awful lot these last few days,” Anne commented.


  Mary held out her hands. “Calm down. Give me the dress before you mess it up.”


  “I’m sorry,” Lucy said. “Just let me take it now, and I’ll get it done.”


  “What’s going on with you?” Anne demanded. “You’ve been acting so funny.”


  Lucy looked up at her, eyes frozen. Whatever her secret was, she looked terrified to share it.


  I cleared my throat.


  They whipped their heads in my direction, all curtsying in turn.


  “I don’t know what’s going on,” I said as I walked toward them, “but I highly doubt the queen’s maids argue like that. Besides, we’re wasting time if there’s work to be done.”


  Anne, still angry, pointed her finger at Lucy. “But she—”


  I silenced her with a small gesture of my hand, a bit surprised that it worked so easily.


  “No arguing. Lucy, why don’t you take that down to the workroom to finish, and we can all get some room to think.”


  Lucy happily scooped up the fabric, so grateful for the means to escape that she practically ran from the room. Anne watched her go, a full pout on her face. Mary looked worried but dutifully went to work without another word.


  It took all of two minutes for me to realize that the mood in my room was too dreary for me to focus. I grabbed some paper and a pen and headed back downstairs. I wondered if I’d done the right thing, sparing Lucy. Maybe they’d all be fine if I’d let them air out whatever was happening. Perhaps my meddling would shake their resolve in helping me. I’d never really bossed them around like that before.


  I paused outside the Women’s Room. That didn’t feel like the right place either. I moved down the main hallway, finding a little nook with a bench. That seemed nice. I ran into the library and picked up a book to lean on and went back to the nook, finding myself practically hidden by the large plant beside the bench. The wide window looked into the garden, and, for a minute, the palace didn’t seem so small. I watched birds fly outside the window and tried to form the kindest way to tell my parents there wouldn’t be any more checks.


  “Maxon, can’t we go on a real date? Somewhere outside the palace?” I recognized Kriss’s voice immediately. Hmm. The Women’s Room might not have been so full after all.


  I could hear the smile in his voice as he answered. “I wish we could, sweetheart, but even if things were calm, that would be difficult.”


  “I want to see you somewhere where you’re not the prince,” she whined lovingly.


  “Ah, but I’m the prince everywhere.”


  “You know what I mean.”


  “I do. I’m sorry I can’t give that to you, really. I think it would be nice to see you somewhere where you weren’t an Elite. But this is the life I live.”


  His voice grew a little sad.


  “Would you regret it?” he asked. “For the rest of your life, it would be like this. Beautiful walls, but walls all the same. My mother scarcely leaves the palace more than once or twice a year.” Through the thick leaves of the planted shrub, I watched as they passed me, completely unaware. “And if you think the public is intrusive now, it would be much worse when you’re the only girl they’re watching. I know your feelings for me run deep. I feel it every day. But what about the life that comes along with me? Do you want that?”


  It seemed as if they’d stopped somewhere in the hallway, as Maxon’s voice wasn’t fading.


  “Maxon Schreave,” Kriss started, “you make it sound like it’s a sacrifice for me to be here. Each day I’m thankful for being chosen. Sometimes I try to imagine what it would have been like if we’d never met. . . . I’d rather lose you now than have gone a lifetime without this.”


  Her voice was getting thick. I didn’t think she was crying, but she was close.


  “I need you to know I’d want you without the beautiful clothes and the gorgeous rooms. I’d want you without the crown, Maxon. I just want you.”


  Maxon was momentarily speechless, and I could imagine him holding her close or wiping away the tears that might have come by now.


  “I can’t tell you what it means to me to hear that. I’ve been dying for someone to tell me that I was what mattered,” he confessed quietly.


  “You are, Maxon.”


  There was another quiet moment between them.


  “Maxon?”


  “Yes?”


  “I . . . I don’t think I want to wait anymore.”


  Even though I knew I’d regret it, at those words I silently put down my paper and pen, slipped off my shoes, and scurried to the end of the hall. I peeked around and saw the back of Maxon’s head as Kriss’s hand slid just barely into the neck of his suit. Her hair fell to the side as they kissed, and, for her first, it seemed like it was going really well. Better than Maxon’s, that was for sure.


  I ducked back around the corner and heard her giggle a second later. Maxon let out a sigh that was half triumph and half relief. I walked to my seat quickly, angling myself toward the window again, just in case.


  “When can we do that again?” she asked quietly.


  “Hmm. How about in as much time as it takes to get from here to your room?”


  Kriss’s laugh faded as they moved down the hallway. I sat there for a minute, then I picked up my pen and paper, finding the words easily now.


  
    Mom and Dad,


    There’s so much to do these days, I have to keep this short. In an effort to show my devotion to Maxon and not to the luxuries of being in the Elite, I’ve given up receiving payments for my participation. I realize this is short notice, but I’m sure with everything we’ve been given by now, there’s not much more we could want for.


    I hope you won’t be too disappointed by this news. I miss you and hope we’ll get to see each other again soon.


    I love you all.


    America

  


  CHAPTER 9


  THE REPORT WAS LACKING MATERIAL following what the public would see as a rather uneventful week. After the brief updates from the king on his visit to France, the floor was turned over to Gavril, who was now interviewing the remaining Elite in a casual manner about things that didn’t seem to matter at this point in the competition.


  Then again, the last time they’d asked us about something that did matter, I suggested dissolving the castes and nearly got thrown out of the competition.


  “Lady Celeste, have you seen the princess’s suite?” Gavril asked jovially.


  I grinned to myself, grateful he didn’t ask me the same question. Celeste’s perfect smile managed to widen, and she flipped her hair over her shoulder playfully before answering.


  “Well, Gavril, not yet. But I’m certainly hoping to earn the privilege. Of course, King Clarkson has provided us with the most beautiful accommodations, I can’t imagine anything better than what we already have. The, um . . . the beds are so . . .”


  Celeste stammered just a bit as her eyes caught two guards rushing into the studio. Our seats were arranged in such a way that I could see them as they ran to the king, but Kriss and Elise had their backs to the action. They both tried to turn their heads discreetly, but it did them no good.


  “Luxurious. And it would be more than I could dream of to . . .” Celeste continued, not totally focused on her answer.


  But it appeared she didn’t need to be. The king stood and came over, cutting her off.


  “Ladies and gentlemen, I apologize for the interruption, but this is very urgent.” He clutched a piece of paper in one hand as he smoothed his tie with the other. He was composed as he spoke. “Since our country’s birth, the rebel forces have been the bane of our society. Over the years, their means of attacking the palace, not to mention the common man, have become far more aggressive.


  “It appears they have sunk to new lows. As you may well know, the four remaining young ladies of the Selection represent a wide range of castes. We have a Two, a Three, a Four, and a Five. We’re honored to have such a varied group, but this has given a strange incentive to the rebels.”


  The king looked over his shoulder at us before continuing. “We are prepared for attacks on the palace, and when the rebels attack the public, we intercede as best we can. And I would not worry you if I thought that I, as your king, could protect you, but . . .


  “The rebels are attacking by caste.”


  The words hung in the air. In an almost friendly gesture, Celeste and I shared a confused glance.


  “They have wanted to end the monarchy for a long time. Recent attacks on the families of these young girls have shown the lengths that they’re prepared to go to, and we’ve sent guards from the palace to protect the Elite’s loved ones. But now that is not enough. If you are a Two, Three, Four, or Five—that is, in the same caste as any of these ladies—you may be subject to an attack from the rebels based on that fact alone.”


  I covered my mouth and heard Celeste suck in a breath.


  “Beginning today, the rebels intend to attack Twos and work their way down the castes,” the king added solemnly.


  It was sinister. If they couldn’t get us to abandon the Selection for our families, they would get a very large portion of the country to want us out. The longer we held on, the more the people would hate us for risking their lives.


  “That is sad news, indeed, my king,” Gavril said, breaking the silence.


  The king nodded. “We will seek a solution, of course. But we have reports of eight attacks today in five different provinces, all of them against Twos and all of them resulting in at least one death.”


  The hand that had been frozen over my mouth dropped to my heart. People had died today at our expense.


  “For now,” King Clarkson continued, “we encourage you to stay close to home and to take any security measures possible.”


  “Excellent advice, my king,” Gavril said. He turned to us. “Ladies, anything you’d like to add?”


  Elise merely shook her head.


  Kriss took a deep breath. “I know that Twos and Threes are being targeted, but your homes are safer than most of the ones for lower castes. If you can take in a family of Fours or Fives that you know well, I think that would be a good idea.”


  Celeste nodded. “Stay safe. Do what the king says.”


  She turned to me, and I realized I needed to say something. When I was on the Report and feeling a bit lost, I tended to look to Maxon, as if he could silently give me advice. Falling into that habit, I searched for his eyes. But all I saw was his blond hair as he stared into his lap, his dejected frown the only thing visible.


  Of course he was worried about his people. But this was about more than protecting his citizens. He knew we might leave.


  And shouldn’t we? How many Fives could lose their lives because I sat on my stool in the bright lights of the palace studio?


  But how could I—or any of the girls—shoulder that burden? We weren’t the ones taking their lives. I remembered everything August and Georgia said to us, and I knew there was only one thing we could do.


  “Fight,” I said to no one in particular. Then remembering where I was, I turned to the camera. “Fight. The rebels are bullies. They’re trying to scare you into doing what they want. And what if you do? What kind of future do you think they’ll offer you? These people, these tyrants, aren’t going to suddenly stop being violent. If you give them power, they’re going to be a thousand times worse. So fight. However you can, fight.”


  I felt blood and adrenaline pulsing through me, like I was ready to attack the rebels myself. I’d had enough. They’d kept us all in terror, victimized our families. If one of those Southern rebels was in front of me right now, I wouldn’t run.


  Gavril started speaking again, but I was so angry, all I could hear was my heart beating in my ears. Before I knew it, the cameras were off and the lights were powering down.


  Maxon went over to his father and whispered something to which the king shook his head.


  The girls stood and started to leave.


  “Go straight to your rooms,” Maxon said gently. “Dinner will be brought up, and I’ll be visiting you all soon.”


  As I walked past them, the king put a single finger on my arm, and in that small gesture, I knew he meant for me to stop.


  “That wasn’t very smart,” he said.


  I shrugged. “What we’re doing isn’t working. Keep this up and you won’t have anyone left to rule over.”


  He flicked his hand, dismissing me, fed up with me again.


  Maxon quietly knocked on my door, letting himself in. I was already in my nightgown, reading in my bed. I’d begun to wonder if he was going to come at all.


  “It’s so late,” I whispered, though there was no one to disturb.


  “I know. I had to speak with all the others, and it’s been extremely taxing. Elise was very shaken. She’s feeling particularly guilty. I wouldn’t be surprised if she left in the next day or two.”


  Even though he’d expressed his lackluster feelings for Elise more than once, I could see just how much this hurt him. I curled my legs to my chest so he could sit.


  “What about Kriss and Celeste?”


  “Kriss is almost too optimistic. She’s sure that people will be careful and protect themselves. I don’t see how that’s possible if there’s no way to tell when or where the rebels will attack next. They’re all over the country. But she’s hopeful. You know how she is.”


  “Yeah.”


  He sighed. “Celeste is fine. She’s concerned, of course; but as Kriss pointed out, the Twos are most likely to be the safest during all this. And she’s always so determined.” He laughed to himself, staring at the floor. “Mostly she seemed concerned that I would be upset with her if she stayed. As if I could hold it against her for choosing this over going home.”


  I sighed. “It’s a good point. Do you want a wife who isn’t worried about her subjects being threatened?”


  Maxon looked at me. “You’re worried. You’re just too smart to be worried the way everyone else is.” He shook his head and smiled. “I can’t believe you told them to fight.”


  I shrugged. “It seems like we do a whole lot of cowering.”


  “You’re absolutely right. And I don’t know if that will scare the rebels off or make them more determined, but there’s no doubt you changed the game.”


  I cocked my head. “I don’t think I’d call a group of people trying to kill the population at random a game.”


  “No, no!” he said quickly. “I can’t think of a word bad enough to call that. I meant the Selection.” I stared at him. “For better or worse, the public got a real glimpse into your character tonight. They can see the girl who drags her maids to safety, who stands up to kings if she thinks she’s right. I’ll bet everyone will look at you running after Marlee in an entirely different light now. Before this, you were just the girl who yelled at me when we met. Tonight, you became the girl who’s not afraid of the rebels. They’ll think of you differently now.”


  I shook my head. “That’s not what I was trying to do.”


  “I know. For all the planning I was doing to get you to show the people who you are, it turns out you just do it on an impulse. It’s so you.” There was a look of astonishment in his eyes, as if he should have been expecting this all along. “Anyway, I think it was the right thing to say. It’s about time we did more than hide.”


  I looked down at my bedspread, tracing the seams with my finger. I was glad he approved, but the way he spoke—as if it was one more of my little quirks—felt too intimate at the moment.


  “I’m tired of fighting with you, America,” he said quietly. I looked up and saw the sincerity in Maxon’s eyes as he continued. “I like that we disagree—it’s one of my favorite things about you, actually—but I don’t want to argue anymore. Sometimes I have a bit of my father’s temper. I fight it, but it’s there. And you!” he said with a laugh. “When you’re upset, you’re a force!”


  He shook his head, probably remembering a dozen things at the same time I did. A knee to the groin, the whole thing with the castes, Celeste’s busted lip when she talked about Marlee. I’d never thought of myself as temperamental, but apparently I was. He smiled, and I did, too. It was kind of funny when I thought about all my actions piled up like that.


  “I’m looking at the others, and I’m being fair. It makes me nervous to feel some of the things I do. But I want you to know, I’m still looking at you, too. I think you know by now I can’t help it.” He shrugged, seeming so boyish at that moment.


  I wanted to say the right thing, to let him know that I still wanted him to look at me. But nothing felt right, so I slid my hand into his. We sat there quietly, looking at our hands. He toyed with my two bracelets, seeming very concerned with them, and spent a little while rubbing the back of my hand with his thumb. It was nice to have a still moment, just the two of us.


  “Why don’t we spend the day together tomorrow?” he asked.


  I smiled. “I’d like that.”


  CHAPTER 10


  “SO, LONG STORY SHORT: MORE GUARDS?”


  “Yeah, Dad. Lots more.” I laughed into the phone, though the situation was hardly a funny one. But Dad had a way of making the toughest things light. “We’re all staying. For now anyway. And even though they say they’re starting with Twos, don’t let anyone be careless. Warn the Turners and the Canvasses to stay safe.”


  “Aw, kitten, everyone knows to be careful. After what you said on the Report, I think people will be braver than you’d guess.”


  “I hope so.” I looked down at my shoes and had a funny flashback. Right now my feet were covered with jeweled heels. Five months ago they were wearing dingy flats.


  “You made me proud, America. Sometimes I’m surprised at the things you say, but I don’t know why. You were always stronger than you knew.”


  Something about his voice then was so genuine that I was humbled. No one’s opinion of me mattered as much as his.


  “Thanks, Dad.”


  “I’m serious, now. Not every princess would say something like that.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Uh, Dad, I’m not a princess.”


  “Matter of time,” he shot back playfully. “Speaking of which, how is Maxon?”


  “Good,” I said, fidgeting with my dress. The silence grew. “I really like him, Dad.”


  “Yeah?”


  “Yeah.”


  “Why exactly?”


  I thought for a minute. “I’m not really sure. But part of it is that he makes me feel like me, I think.”


  “Did you ever feel like not you?” Dad joked.


  “No, it’s like . . . I’ve always been aware of my number. Even when I came to the palace, I obsessed about it for a while. Was I a Five or a Three? Did I want to be a One? But now I’m not conscious of it at all. And I think it’s because of him.


  “He screws up a lot, don’t get me wrong.” Dad chuckled. “But when I’m with him I feel like I’m America. I’m not a caste or a project. I don’t even think of him as elevated, really. He’s just him, and I’m just me.”


  Dad was quiet for a moment. “That sounds really nice, kitten.”


  Boy talk with my dad was a little awkward, but he was the only one back home who I thought saw Maxon more like a person than a celebrity; no one else would get it like he would.


  “Yeah. It’s not perfect though,” I added as Silvia poked her head in the doorway. “I feel like there’s always something going wrong.”


  She gave me a pointed look and mouthed Breakfast. I nodded.


  “Well, that’s okay, too. Mistakes mean it’s real.”


  “I’ll try to remember that. Listen, Dad, I’ve got to go. I’m late.”


  “Can’t have that. Take care, kitten, and write your sister soon.”


  “I will. Love you, Daddy.”


  “Love you.”


  As the girls exited after breakfast, Maxon and I lingered in the dining room. The queen passed, winking in my direction, and I felt my cheeks redden. But the king came along soon after, and the look in his eyes took away any lingering blush.


  Once we were alone, Maxon walked over to me and laced his fingers through mine. “I’d ask what you want to do today, but our options are pretty limited. No archery, no hunting, no riding, no anything outside.”


  I sighed. “Not even if we took a slew of guards?”


  “I’m sorry, America.” He gave me a sad smile. “But what about a movie? We can watch something with spectacular scenery.”


  “It’s not the same.” I pulled on his arm. “Come on. Let’s go make the best of it.”


  “That’s the spirit,” he said. Something about that actually made me feel better, like we were in this together. It had been a while since it really felt that way.


  We went into the hallway and were headed toward the stairway to the theater when I heard the musical clinks on the window.


  I turned my head to the sound and gasped in wonder. “It’s raining.”


  I let go of Maxon’s arm and pressed my hand against the glass. In the months I’d been at the palace, it had yet to rain, and I’d wondered if it ever would. Now that I could see it, I realized I missed it. I missed the ebb and flow of seasons, the way things changed.


  “It’s so beautiful,” I whispered.


  Maxon stood behind me, wrapping an arm around my waist. “Leave it to you to find beauty in something others would say ruins a day.”


  “I wish I could touch it.”


  He sighed. “I know you do, but it’s just not—”


  I turned to Maxon, trying to see why he cut himself off. He looked up and down the hall, and I did the same. Besides a couple of guards, we were alone.


  “Come on,” he said, grabbing my hand. “Let’s hope we’re not seen.”


  I smiled, ready for whatever adventure he had in mind. I loved when Maxon was like this. We wound our way up the stairs, heading for the fourth floor. For a moment, I got nervous, worried he’d show me something similar to the hidden library. That hadn’t turned out so well for me.


  We walked down to the middle of the floor, passing one guard on his rounds but no one else. Maxon pulled me into a large parlor and steered me to the wall next to a wide, dormant fireplace. He reached inside the lip of the fireplace and, sure enough, found a hidden latch. He pushed open a panel in the wall, and it led to yet another secret stairwell.


  “Hold my hand,” he said, stretching his out to me. I did so, following him up the dimly lit steps until we came to a door. Maxon undid the simple lock, pulled open the door . . . and there was a wall of rain.


  “The roof?” I asked over the sound.


  He nodded. There were walls surrounding the entrance, leaving an open space about as large as my bedroom to walk on. It didn’t matter that all I could see were walls and sky. At least I was outside.


  Positively beside myself, I stepped forward, reaching into the water. The drops were fat and warm as they collected on my arm and ran down to my dress. I heard Maxon laugh once before shoving me out into the downpour.


  I gasped, soaked in seconds. Turning around, I grabbed his arm, and he smiled as he pretended to fight. His hair fell in strands around his eyes as we were both quickly drenched, and he was still grinning as he pulled me over to the edge of the wall.


  “Look,” he said into my ear.


  I turned, noticing our view for the first time. I stared in awe as the city spread out in front of me. The web of streets, the geometry of buildings, the array of colors—even dimmed in the gray hue of rain, it was breathtaking.


  I found myself feeling attached to it all, as if it belonged to me somehow.


  “I don’t want the rebels to take it, America,” he said over the rain, as if he was reading my mind. “I don’t know how bad the death toll is, but I can tell that my father is keeping it a secret from me. He’s afraid I’ll call off the Selection.”


  “Is there a way to find out the truth?”


  He debated. “I feel like, if I could get in touch with August, he’d know. I could get a letter to him, but I’m afraid of putting too much in writing. And I don’t know if I could get him into the palace.”


  I considered that. “What if we could get to him?”


  Maxon laughed. “How do you suggest we do that?”


  I shrugged playfully. “I’ll work on it.”


  He stared at me, quiet for a minute. “It’s nice to say things out loud. I’m always watching what I say. I feel like no one can hear me up here, I guess. Just you.”


  “Then go ahead and say anything.”


  He smirked. “Only if you will.”


  “Fine,” I answered, happy to play along.


  “Well, what do you want to know?”


  I wiped the wet hair from my forehead, starting with something important but impersonal. “Did you really not know about the diaries?”


  “No. But I’m up to speed now. Father made me read them all. If August had come two weeks ago, I would have thought he was lying about everything, but not anymore. It’s shocking, America. You only scratched the surface with what you read. I want to tell you about it, but I can’t yet.”


  “I understand.”


  He stared me down, determined. “How did the girls find out about you taking off my shirt?”


  I looked at the ground, hesitating. “We were watching the guards work out. I said you looked as good as any of them without your shirt on. It slipped out.”


  Maxon threw back his head and laughed. “I can’t be mad about that.”


  I smiled. “Have you ever brought anyone else up here?”


  He looked sad. “Olivia. One time, and that’s it.”


  I actually remembered that, come to think of it. He’d kissed her up here, and she’d told us all about it.


  “I kissed Kriss,” he blurted out, not looking at me. “Recently. For the first time. It seems only right that you should know.”


  He peeked down, and I gave him a small nod. If I hadn’t seen them kiss myself, if this had been how I found out, I might have broken down. And even though I already knew, it hurt to hear him say it.


  “I hate dating you this way.” I fidgeted, my dress getting heavy with water.


  “I know. It’s just how it is.”


  “Doesn’t make it fair.”


  He laughed. “When has anything in either of our lives ever been fair?”


  I gave him that. “I’m not supposed to tell you—and if you let on that you know, he’ll get worse, I’m sure—but . . . your father’s been saying things to me. He also took away the payments for my family. None of the other girls has them anymore, so I guess it looked bad anyway.”


  “I’m sorry,” he said. He looked out over the city. I was temporarily distracted by the way his shirt was sticking to his chest. “I don’t think there’s a way to undo that one, America.”


  “You don’t have to. I just wanted you to know it was happening. And I can handle it.”


  “You’re too tough for him. He doesn’t understand you.” He reached down for my hand, and I gave it to him freely.


  I tried to think of anything else I might want to know, but it mostly pertained to the other girls, and I didn’t want to bother with that. I was sure at this point I could guess close enough to the truth, and if I was wrong, I didn’t think I wanted that to ruin this.


  Maxon looked down at my wrist. “Do you . . .” He looked up at me, seeming to rethink his question. “Do you want to dance?”


  I nodded. “But I’m awful.”


  “We’ll go slow.”


  Maxon pulled me close, placing a hand on my waist. I put one hand in his and used the other to pick up my soaking dress. We swayed, barely moving. I settled my cheek on Maxon’s chest, he rested his chin on my head, and we spun to the music of the rain.


  As he made his grip on me a little bit tighter, it felt like all the bad had been erased and Maxon and I were stripped to the core of our relationship. We were friends who realized they didn’t want to be without each other. We were the other’s opposite in many ways but also so very similar. I couldn’t call our relationship fate, but it did seem bigger than anything I’d known before.


  I raised my face to Maxon’s, placing a hand on his cheek, pulling him down for a kiss. His lips, wet, met mine with a brush of heat. I felt both his hands wrap around my back, holding me to him as if he’d fall apart otherwise. While the rain pummeled the roof, the whole world went silent. It felt like there wasn’t enough of him, not enough skin or space or time.


  After all these months of trying to reconcile what I wanted and hoped for, I realized then—in this moment Maxon created just for us—that it would never make sense. All I could do was move forward and hope that whenever we drifted, we would somehow find a way back to each other.


  And we had to. Because . . . because . . .


  For as long as it took to get to this moment, when it came it was fast.


  I loved Maxon. For the first time, I could feel it solidly. I wasn’t keeping the feeling at a distance, holding on to Aspen and all the what-ifs that went along with him. I wasn’t walking into Maxon’s affections while keeping one foot out the door in case he let me down. I simply let it come.


  I loved him.


  I couldn’t pinpoint what made me so certain, but I knew it then, as surely as I knew my name or the color of the sky or any fact written in a book.


  Could he feel it, too?


  Maxon broke the kiss and looked at me. “You’re so pretty when you’re a mess.”


  I laughed nervously. “Thank you. For that and for the rain and for not giving up.”


  He ran his fingers along my cheek and nose and chin. “You’re worth it. I don’t think you get that. You’re worth it to me.”


  I felt as if my heart was on the edge of bursting, and I just wanted everything to end today. My world had settled onto a new axis, and it felt like the only way to handle how dizzy it made me was for us to finally be real. I felt certain now that it would come. It would have to. Soon.


  Maxon kissed the tip of my nose. “Let’s go get dry and watch a movie.”


  “Sounds good.”


  I carefully tucked my love for Maxon away in my heart, a little afraid of this feeling. Eventually, it would have to be shared, but for now it was my secret.


  I tried to wring out my dress in the little canopy where the door was, but it was hopeless. I was going to leave a little trail of water back to my room.


  “I vote for a comedy,” I said as we went down the stairs, Maxon leading the way.


  “I vote for action.”


  “Well, you just said I was worth it, so I think I’m going to win this one.”


  Maxon laughed. “Nicely done.”


  He chuckled again as he pushed on the panel that led us back into the parlor only to stop dead in his tracks a second later.


  I peeked over his shoulder to see King Clarkson standing there, looking as irritated as ever.


  “I’m assuming this was your idea,” he said to Maxon.


  “Yes.”


  “Do you have any idea how much danger you put yourself in?” he demanded.


  “Father, there are no rebels waiting on the roof,” Maxon countered, trying to sound rational but looking a bit ridiculous in his dripping clothes.


  “One well-aimed bullet is all it would take, Maxon.” He let the words hang in the air. “You know we’re stretched tight, sending guards to watch the girls’ homes. And dozens of those who’ve been sent have gone AWOL. We’re vulnerable.” He glared past his son at me. “And why is it that when anything happens these days, she’s got her hands all over it?”


  We stood there, silent, knowing there was nothing we could say anyway.


  “Get cleaned up,” the king ordered. “You have work to do.”


  “But I—”


  A single look from his father told Maxon that any plans he’d had for the day were done.


  “Very well,” he said, caving.


  King Clarkson took Maxon’s arm and pushed him away, leaving me behind. Over his shoulder, Maxon mouthed the word Sorry, and I gave him a little smile.


  I wasn’t afraid of the king. Or the rebels. I knew how much Maxon meant to me, and I was sure that it was all going to work, somehow.


  CHAPTER 11


  AFTER ENDURING MARY’S SILENT SMIRK as she made me back up, I went to the Women’s Room, happy the rain was still coming down. It would always mean something special to me now.


  But while Maxon and I could escape for a little while, once we were out of our bubble, the tension of the ultimatum the rebels had placed on the Elite was thick. All the girls were distracted and anxious.


  Celeste wordlessly painted her nails at a nearby table, and I could see the slight tremor in her hand from time to time. I watched as she cleaned up her mistakes and tried to carry on. Elise held a book in her hands, but her eyes were trained on the window, lost in the downpour. None of us could quite manage to finish even the smallest task.


  “How do you think it’s going out there?” Kriss asked me, her hand paused over the needlepoint pillow she was working on.


  “I don’t know,” I answered quietly. “It doesn’t seem like they’d threaten something huge and then do nothing.” I was penciling out a melody I’d had in my head on some sheet music. I hadn’t written anything original in nearly six months. There wasn’t much point to it. At parties, people preferred the classics.


  “Do you think they’re hiding the number of deaths from us?” she wondered.


  “It’s possible. If we leave, they win.”


  Kriss did another stitch. “I’m going to stay no matter what.” Something about the way she said it seemed to be directed specifically at me. Like I needed to know she wasn’t giving up on Maxon.


  “Same here,” I promised.


  The next day was much of the same, though I’d never been disappointed to see the sun shine before. The worry was so heavy that it was all we could do to stay put. I ached to run, to put some of the energy into something.


  After lunch, our return to the Women’s Room was staggered. Elise was reading as I sat with my sheet music, but Kriss and Celeste were missing. Maybe ten minutes later, Kriss walked in with full arms. She sat down with drawing paper and a collection of colored pencils.


  “What are you working on?” I asked.


  She shrugged. “Whatever keeps me busy.”


  She sat for a long time with a red pencil in her hand, hovering over the paper.


  “I don’t know what I’m doing,” she finally said. “I know that people are in danger, but I love him. I don’t want to leave.”


  “The king won’t let anyone die,” Elise offered comfortingly.


  “But people already have died.” Kriss wasn’t argumentative, only worried. “I just need to think about something else.”


  “I bet Silvia would have work for us,” I offered.


  Kriss gave a single chuckle. “I’m not that desperate.” She put the tip of the pencil down, making a smooth curve across the page. It was a start. “Everything will be fine. I’m sure of it.”


  I rubbed my eyes, looking at my music. I needed to switch things up.


  “I’m going to hop over to one of the libraries. I’ll be right back.”


  Elise and Kriss each gave me a cursory nod as they attempted to focus on their tasks, and I stood to leave.


  I wandered down the hall to one of the rooms on the far end of the floor. There were a few books on those shelves I’d been wanting to read. The door of the parlor swung open quietly, and I realized I wasn’t alone. Someone was crying.


  I searched for the source and found Celeste, hugging her knees to her chest, sitting on the wide perch of a windowsill. I felt immediately awkward. Celeste did not cry. Up until this moment, I hadn’t even been sure she was capable.


  The only thing to do was leave, but as she wiped her eyes, she caught sight of me.


  “Ugh!” she whined. “What do you want?”


  “Nothing. Sorry. I was looking for a book.”


  “Well, get it and go. You get everything you want anyway.”


  I stood there blankly for a moment, confused by her words. She heaved a sigh and pushed herself up from her seat. Snatching one of her many magazines, she flung the glossy pages at me, and I caught it clumsily.


  “See for yourself. Your little speech on the Report pushed you over the top. They love you.” Her voice was angry, accusing. As if I’d planned this all along.


  I turned the magazine right side up, finding half of the page full of pictures of the four remaining girls with a graph beside our photos. Above the image, an elegant headline asked Who do YOU want as Queen? Next to my face, a wide line shot out, showing thirty-nine percent of the people were pulling for me. It wasn’t as high as I thought it should be for whoever won. but it was much higher than the others!


  Quotes from those polled edged the graph, saying that Celeste was positively regal, though she was in third. Elise was so poised, it said, but she also only had eight percent of the population pulling for her. By my picture were opinions that made me want to cry.


  “Lady America is just like the queen. She’s a fighter. It’s more than wanting her; we need her!”


  I stared at the words. “Is . . . is this real?”


  Celeste snatched back the magazine. “Of course it’s real. So go ahead, marry him or whatever. Be princess. Everyone will love it. The sad little Five gets a crown.”


  She started walking away, her sour mood ruining the most incredible news I’d gotten during the entirety of the Selection.


  “You know, I don’t even see why this matters so much to you. Some very happy Two is going to marry you anyway. And you’re still going to be famous when this is over,” I accused.


  “As a has-been, America.”


  “You’re a model, for goodness’ sake!” I yelled. “You’ve got everything.”


  “But for how long?” she shot back. Then quieter. “How long?”


  “What do you mean?” I said, my voice becoming softer. “Celeste, you’re beautiful. You’re a Two for the rest of your life.”


  She was shaking her head before I was even done speaking. “You think you’re the only one who’s ever felt trapped by your caste? Yes, I’m a model. I can’t sing. I can’t act. So when my face isn’t good enough anymore, they’re going to forget all about me. I’ve got maybe five years left, ten if I’m lucky.”


  She stared at me. “You’ve spent your whole life in the background. I can see you miss it sometimes. Well, I’ve spent mine in the spotlight. Maybe it’s a stupid fear to you, but it’s real for me: I don’t want to lose it.”


  “That makes sense, actually.”


  “Yeah?” she dabbed under her eyes, gazing out the window.


  I walked over and stood beside her. “Yeah. But, Celeste, did you ever even like him?”


  She tilted her head to the side, thinking. “He’s cute. And a great kisser,” she added with a smile.


  I grinned back. “I know.”


  “I know you do. That was a serious blow to my plan, when I found out how far you two had gone. I thought I had him in the palm of my hand, making him dream about the possibility of more.”


  “That’s no way to get to someone’s heart.”


  “I didn’t need his heart,” she confessed. “I just needed him to want me enough to keep me. Fine, it’s not love. I need the fame more than I need the love.”


  For the first time, she wasn’t my enemy. I understood that now. Yes, she was conniving when it came to the competition, but that was her being desperate. She simply felt she had to intimidate us out of something that most of us wanted but that she felt she needed.


  “First of all, you do need the love. Everyone does. And it’s okay to want that right along with the fame.”


  She rolled her eyes but didn’t interrupt.


  “Second of all, the Celeste Newsome I know doesn’t need a man to get fame.”


  She laughed out loud at that. “I have been a bit vicious,” she said, more playful than ashamed.


  “You ripped my dress!”


  “Well, at the time I needed it!”


  And suddenly all of it was funny. All the arguing, the wicked faces, the little tricks—they felt like a really long joke. We stood there for a minute, laughing over the past few months, and I found myself wanting to look after her the way I did Marlee.


  Surprisingly, her laughter faded away quickly, and she averted her eyes as she spoke.


  “I’ve done so many things, America. Horrible, shameful things. Part of it was not reacting well to the stress of this, but mostly it was because I was ready to do anything to get that crown, to get to Maxon.”


  I was a little shocked as I watched my hand rise up to pat her on the shoulder.


  “Honestly,” I started, “I don’t think you need Maxon to get anything you want out of life. You’ve got the drive, the talent; and probably, most importantly, you’ve got the ability. Half of the country would give anything to have what you have.”


  “I know,” she said. “It’s not that I’m completely unaware of how lucky I am. It’s just hard to accept the possibility of . . . I don’t know, being less.”


  “Then don’t accept it.”


  She shook her head. “I didn’t stand a chance, did I? It’s been you the whole time.”


  “Not only me,” I admitted. “Kriss. She’s at the top, too.”


  “Do you need me to break her leg? I could make it happen.” She chuckled to herself. “I’m kidding.”


  “You want to come back with me? It’s hard to sit through the days right now, and you do add a little something to the mix.”


  “Not right now. I don’t want the others to know I was crying.” She gave me a pleading look.


  “Not a word, I promise.”


  “Thanks.”


  There was a tense pause, as if one of us ought to say more. It felt significant, this moment of finally, truly seeing Celeste. I wasn’t sure if I could let go of everything she’d done to me, but at least I understood now. There was nothing to add, so I gave her a little wave and left.


  Only once I closed the door did I realize that I’d forgotten to grab a book. And then I thought of the glossy chart with my smiling face and the huge number beside it. I’d have to tug my ear at dinner. Maxon needed to know about this. I hoped that maybe if he knew how the people felt about me, it would raise his feelings a little closer to the surface.


  As I reached the corner to turn toward the Women’s Room, a familiar face reminded me that I had even bigger plans to think about right now. I’d told Maxon that I’d find us a way to get to August, and I felt certain our only shot was coming my way.


  Aspen walked down the hall, seeming even bigger and taller than the last time I’d seen him.


  I looked around, seeing if we were alone. There were a few guards down the hall just past him, but they were out of earshot.


  “Hey,” I said, beckoning him over. I bit my lip, hoping that Aspen would be as able as I thought he was. “I need your help.”


  Without batting an eye, he responded. “Anything.”


  CHAPTER 12


  I WAS RIGHT. ASPEN HAD every corner of the palace memorized, and he knew exactly how to get us out of it.


  “Are you quite sure about this?” Maxon asked as we got dressed in my room the following evening.


  “We need to know what’s going on. I have no doubt we’ll be safe,” I assured him.


  We spoke through the cracked-open bathroom door as he dropped the pieces of his suit to the floor and climbed into the denim and cotton a Six would wear. Aspen’s clothes were going to be a bit big on Maxon, but they would do. Thankfully, Aspen had found a smaller guard to borrow clothes from for me, but even then I had to roll up the hem of the pants several times to find my feet.


  “You seem to trust this guard a lot,” Maxon commented, and I couldn’t figure out the tone he was using. Perhaps he was anxious.


  “My maids say he’s one of the best you have. And he got me to the safe room that time the Southerners came, when everyone was running late. He always looks ready to go, even when things are quiet. I have a good feeling about him. Trust me.”


  I heard the rustling of clothes as he continued. “How did you know he could get us out of the palace?”


  “I didn’t. I just asked.”


  “And he simply told you?” Maxon replied, astonished.


  “Well, I told him it was for you, of course.”


  He made a sound, something like a sigh. “I still don’t think you should come.”


  “I’m going, Maxon. Are you done yet?”


  “Yes. I need to get my shoes on.”


  I opened the door, and after a quick once-over, Maxon started laughing. “I’m sorry. I’m used to seeing you in gowns.”


  “You look a bit different when you’re not in a suit yourself.” And he did, but not in any way that was close to comical. Even though Aspen’s clothes were too big, Maxon looked good in plain old denim. The shirt had short sleeves, and I got a peek at those strong arms I’d only ever seen the one time in the safe room.


  “These pants are far too heavy. Why are you so partial to jeans?” he asked, remembering my request from my very first day in the palace.


  I shrugged. “I just like them.”


  He smiled at me, shaking his head a bit. He walked over to my closet, not asking if it was all right to open it. “We need something to hold your pants up or it’s going to be a very scandalous evening. Well, more so than it already is.”


  Maxon pulled out a dark-red sash and returned to me with it, lacing it through my belt loops.


  I couldn’t say why, but this felt meaningful. My heart pounded, and for a minute I wondered if he could hear it shouting how much I loved him. If so, he ignored it in favor of the business at hand.


  “Listen,” he said, making a little knot in the sash, “what we’re doing is very dangerous. If something happens, I want you to run. Don’t even try to get back to the palace. Find a family who will hide you through the night.”


  Maxon stepped back and looked into my worried eyes. I tilted my head. “Right now, asking a family to hide me is almost as dangerous as facing the rebels. People might be upset that we girls aren’t leaving the competition.”


  “If the article Celeste showed you is right, then people might be proud of you.”


  I wanted to tell Maxon I disagreed, but a knock at the door interrupted us. He went over to answer it, and quickly Aspen and a second guard walked into my dimly lit room.


  “Your Majesty,” Aspen said with a small bow. “Lady America has informed me that you need to get outside the palace walls.”


  Maxon sighed deeply. “Yes. And I hear you’re the man to help me. Officer . . .” He looked for Aspen’s badge. “Leger.”


  Aspen nodded. “It’s not very difficult, actually. The secrecy might be more of an issue than getting out in the first place.”


  “How so?”


  “Well, I have to assume there’s a reason for you to be doing this at night, without the king’s knowledge. If we’re specifically asked,” Aspen said, glancing over to the other guard, “I don’t think we could lie to him.”


  “And I wouldn’t ask you to. I’m hoping to be able to reveal this to my father soon enough, but, for tonight, discretion is imperative.”


  “It shouldn’t be a problem.” Aspen hesitated. “I don’t think the lady should go.”


  As if he’d won the argument, Maxon looked at me with a face that said See!


  I stood as tall as I could manage. “I’m not just going to sit here. I’ve been chased by rebels once already, and I’m fine.”


  “But those weren’t Southerners,” Maxon countered.


  “I’m going,” I said. “And we’re wasting time.”


  “To be clear, no one agrees with you.”


  “To be clear, I don’t care.”


  Sighing, Maxon pulled the knit hat over his hair. “So what do we need to do?”


  “The plan is pretty simple,” Aspen said decisively. “Twice a week, a truck is sent out for groceries. Sometimes the kitchen staff simply falls short of the needs for the week, so the truck goes out again to pick up whatever’s lacking. Usually people from the kitchen go, along with a few guards.”


  “And no one will suspect?” I asked.


  Aspen shook his head. “These runs are often done at night. If the cook says we need more eggs for breakfast, well, we’d better go before sunup.”


  Maxon ran over to his suit pants, rummaging through his pocket. “I did manage to get a note out to August. He said we should meet him at this address.” Maxon handed the paper to Aspen, who shared the note with the other guard.


  “You know where this is?” Aspen asked.


  The guard—a dark-skinned young man whose name tag I finally noticed said AVERY—nodded. “Not the best part of town, but close enough to the food storage area that we shouldn’t raise any alarm.”


  “All right,” Aspen said. He looked at me. “Tuck your hair beneath your hat.”


  I grabbed my hair and twisted it up, hoping it would all fit beneath the knit hat Aspen had provided. I pushed up the last strands and looked to Maxon. “Well?”


  He choked on a laugh. “Great.”


  I gave him a playful punch in the arm before turning to follow Aspen’s next instructions.


  I saw the hurt in his eyes to see me so casual with Maxon. And maybe it went beyond that. We’d hid in a tree house for two years, but here I was wandering into the streets, past curfew, with the man the Southern rebels wanted to see dead more than anyone.


  This moment was a slap in the face of everything we were.


  And even though I wasn’t in love with Aspen, he still mattered to me, and I didn’t want to cause him pain.


  Before Maxon probably even noticed, Aspen straightened his face. “Follow us.”


  Slipping into the hallway, Aspen and Officer Avery took us down the stairway that led to the massive safe room reserved for the royal family. Instead of heading toward the great steel doors, we moved quickly across the length of the palace, where we ascended another spiral staircase. I had assumed we would be heading to the first floor, but we exited into the kitchen.


  Immediately, I was hit with billowing warmth and the sweet smell of bread rising. For a split second, it felt like home. I expected something clinical, professional, like the big bakeries we had in Carolina on the nice end of town. But there were huge wooden tables with vegetables laid out, ready to be prepped. Notes were left in places, reminding whoever was on duty next of what had to be done. All in all, the kitchen seemed cozy, even for as big as it was.


  “Keep your heads down,” Officer Avery whispered to Maxon and me.


  We studied the floor as Aspen called out. “Delilah?”


  “Hold on, honey!” someone shouted back. Her voice was rich and had the slight drawl of a southern accent that I’d heard sometimes back in Carolina. Heavy footsteps came around the corner, but I avoided looking up to see the woman’s face. “Leger, you cutie, how’ve you been?”


  “Been good. Just heard there was a delivery to pick up, and I was wondering if you had a list for me.”


  “Delivery? Not that I know of.”


  “That’s funny. I was sure.”


  “Might as well drive out,” she said, no hint of worry or suspicion in her voice. “Don’t want to miss something.”


  “Good point. Shouldn’t be too long,” Aspen answered. I heard the swift sound of him catching a set of keys. “See you later, Delilah. If you’re asleep, I’ll put the keys on the hook.”


  “Okay, honey. You come see me soon. It’s been too long.”


  “Will do.”


  Aspen was already walking, and we followed him wordlessly. I smiled to myself. The woman, Delilah, had a deeper voice, mature sounding. But even she was sweet on Aspen.


  We walked around a corner and up a wide incline to a set of broad doors. Aspen undid the lock and pushed the doors open. Waiting in the dark was a large black truck.


  “There’s nothing to hold on to, but I think you two should get in the back,” Avery said. I looked at the large cargo space. At least we wouldn’t be recognized.


  I went around to the back, where Aspen was already opening the doors. “My lady,” he said, offering me his hand, which I took. “Your Majesty,” he added as Maxon passed, refusing assistance.


  There were a couple of crates inside and a shelving unit along one wall, but otherwise it was an empty metal box. Maxon passed me, surveying the area.


  “Come here, America,” he said, pointing to the corner. “We’ll wedge ourselves against the shelf.”


  “We’ll try to drive smoothly,” Aspen called.


  Maxon nodded. Aspen gave us both a solemn look before shutting the doors.


  In the pitch-dark, I pushed myself against Maxon.


  “Are you scared?” he asked.


  “No.”


  “Me neither.”


  But I was pretty sure we were both lying.


  CHAPTER 13


  I COULDN’T TELL HOW LONG we’d been traveling, but I was very aware of every move the giant truck made. Maxon, in an effort to keep us stable, had pushed his back against the shelf and braced a leg across me on the wall, caging me in. But even with that, we both slid a bit against the metal floor at every turn.


  “I don’t like not knowing where I am,” Maxon said, trying to secure us again.


  “Have you ever been out in Angeles before?”


  “Only in a car,” he confessed.


  “Is it strange that I feel better going into a den of rebels than I did when I had to entertain the women of the Italian royal family?”


  Maxon laughed. “Only you.”


  It was hard talking over the rumble of the engine and the squeal of the wheels, so we were quiet for a while. In the dark, the sounds felt bigger. I inhaled deeply, trying to focus myself, and noticed a hint of coffee in the air. I couldn’t tell if it was some lingering scent in the truck or if we were passing a shop on the road. After what felt like a very long time, Maxon put his lips to my ear.


  “I wish you were safe at home, but I’m really glad you’re here.” I laughed quietly. I doubted he could hear it, but he probably felt it, we were so close. “Promise me that you’ll run though.”


  I decided that I’d be of no help to Maxon if something really bad happened anyway. I searched and put my mouth by his ear. “I promise.”


  We went over a pretty jarring bump, and he grabbed me. I felt our noses brush in the dark, and the urge to kiss him came unexpectedly fast. Though our kiss on the roof had only been three days ago, it felt like an eternity. He held me close, and I could feel his breath on my skin. It was coming; I was sure of it.


  Maxon used his nose, nudging at my cheek, bringing our lips closer together. The same way I could smell coffee and hear every tiny squeak in the dark, the lack of light made me focus on the clean scent that hung around Maxon, feel the pressure of his fingers moving up my neck to the wisps of hair peeking out from under my cap.


  In the second before our lips touched, the truck came to an abrupt stop, flinging us forward. I knocked my head against the wall, and I was pretty sure I felt Maxon’s teeth against my ear.


  “Ow!” he exclaimed, and I felt him adjusting his position in the dark. “Are you hurt?”


  “No. My hair and the hat took most of it.” If I hadn’t wanted that kiss so badly, I would have laughed.


  As soon as we’d stopped, we started moving slowly in reverse. After a few seconds, the truck halted again and the engine cut off. Maxon switched positions, and it felt as if he was ducking low in a crouch, facing the door. I got into a similar position as one of Maxon’s hands come back to protect me, just in case.


  The light of the streetlamp coming into the cabin was shocking, and I squinted against it as someone climbed into the back of the truck.


  “We’re here,” said Officer Avery. “Follow me closely.”


  Maxon stood and extended a hand to me. He let go to hop out of the truck, then reached up to help me down and immediately slid his hand back into mine. The thing I noticed right away was the large brick wall cornering us in the alley, followed by the stinging smell of something rotting. Aspen was standing in front of us, looking around intently, a gun held low in his hand.


  He and Avery started moving toward the back entrance of the building, and we kept close to them. The walls surrounding us were high and reminded me of the apartment buildings back home with their fire escapes snaking down the sides, though this didn’t seem like an area where people lived. Aspen knocked on the grime-covered door and waited. It cracked open, a small chain there to protect whoever was inside. But I saw August’s eyes before the door was quickly shut again. The next time, it opened wide, and August ushered in all of us.


  “Hurry,” he said quietly.


  In the shadowy room was a younger boy and Georgia. I could see she was just as anxious as we were, and I couldn’t stop myself from bolting across the room to embrace her. She held me back, and I was happy to find I’d acquired an unexpected friend.


  “Were you followed?” she asked.


  Aspen shook his head. “No. But you should be quick.”


  Georgia pulled me over to a small table, and Maxon sat next to me, with August and the younger boy beside him.


  “How bad is it?” Maxon asked. “I have a feeling my father is keeping the truth from me.”


  August gave a surprised shrug. “As best we can tell, the numbers are low. The Southerners are doing their typical destruction, but as far as the attacks on Twos specifically, it looks like it’s less than three hundred people.”


  I gasped. Three hundred people? How could that be deemed low?


  “America, it’s not that bad, all things considered,” Maxon comforted me, taking my hand again.


  “He’s right,” Georgia said, her face warm. “It could have been so much worse.”


  “It’s what I would expect from them: starting at the top and working their way down. We’re guessing they’ll pick it up before too long,” August interjected. “It looks like the attacks are still isolated on the Twos, but we’re watching and will alert you if or when that changes. We’ve got allies in every province, and they’re all trying to keep watch. But there’s only so much they can do without exposing themselves, and we all know what would happen if they did.”


  Maxon nodded soberly. They’d die, of course.


  “Should we cave?” Maxon suggested. I looked over at him, surprised.


  “Trust us,” Georgia said. “They’re not going to get any better if you give in.”


  “But there must be something more we can do,” Maxon insisted.


  “You’ve already done something pretty empowering. Well, she did,” August said, dipping his head in my direction. “From what we’re able to tell, farmers are keeping their axes with them if they leave their fields, seamstresses walk the street with scissors clutched in their hands, and you’ll see Twos parading around with disarming spray. No matter the caste, everyone seems to have found some way to arm themselves, just in case. Your people don’t want to live in fear, and they’re not. They’re fighting back.”


  I wanted to cry. For maybe the first time in all of the Selection, I’d done something right.


  Maxon squeezed my hand, proud. “That’s a comfort,” he said. “Still, it doesn’t feel like enough.”


  I nodded. I was so happy the public wasn’t rolling over, but there had to be a way to stop this once and for all.


  August sighed. “We’ve wondered if there was a way for us to attack them. They’re not fighting with any sort of training—they just go after people. Our supporters are nervous about being identified, but they’re everywhere. And they might be the best source for a surprise assault.


  “In many ways, we’re already an army of sorts, but we’re essentially unarmed. We can’t possibly beat the Southerners when the majority of our forces fight with bricks or rakes.”


  “You want weapons?”


  “Wouldn’t hurt.”


  Maxon considered this. “There are things you can do that we simply can’t from the palace. But I don’t like the idea of sending any of my people on a mission to take out these savages. Certainly they would die.”


  “That’s possible,” August confessed.


  “There’s also the small issue of me not being able to guarantee you won’t use any weapons I give you against me eventually.”


  August snorted. “I don’t know how to make you believe that we’re on your side, but it’s true. All we’ve ever wanted was to see an end to the castes, and we’re prepared to support you to that end. I have no intentions of ever harming you, Maxon, and I think you know that.” He and Maxon shared a very long look. “If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be here now.”


  “Your Majesty,” Aspen said. “I’m sorry to interrupt, but there are some of us who would like to see the Southern rebels gone as much as you would. I would personally volunteer to train anyone in something more along the lines of hand-to-hand combat.”


  My chest swelled with pride. That was my Aspen, always trying to fix things.


  Maxon nodded at him before turning back to August. “That’s something I’ll need time to think about. I might be able to provide training, but I couldn’t arm you. Even if I was sure of your intentions, if there’s any link between us, I can’t imagine what my father would do.”


  Without thinking, Maxon flexed the muscles across his back. It seemed to me that maybe he’d done that a lot in the time I’d known him, only I hadn’t understood its meaning. Even now he was hyperaware of his secret.


  “True. In fact, you should probably already be leaving. I’ll get word to you as soon as we have more information, but for now it looks good. Well, as good as we could hope for.” August passed Maxon a note. “We have one landline. You can call if there’s something urgent. Micah here, he’s on top of those things.”


  August motioned to the boy who hadn’t made a sound the whole time. He pulled his lips into his mouth like he might be biting them and gave us a small nod. Something about his stance suggested he was both shy and eager at once.


  “Very good. I’ll use it with discretion.” Maxon placed the paper in his pocket. “I’ll be in touch soon.” He stood and I followed suit, looking over at Georgia as I did so.


  She came around the table to me. “Be safe getting back. And that number is for you, too, you know.”


  “Thank you.” I gave her a quick hug and headed out with Maxon, Aspen, and Officer Avery. I took one last glance at our strange friends before the door closed and was bolted behind us.


  “Get away from the truck,” Aspen said. I turned to see what he meant, as we weren’t even close yet.


  Then I saw that Aspen wasn’t talking to me. A handful of men were circling the vehicle. One had a wrench in his hands, looking as if he was about to try and steal the tires. Another two were at the back, trying to open the metal doors.


  “Just give us the food, and we’ll go,” one said. He looked younger than most of the others, maybe Aspen’s age. His voice was cold and desperate.


  I hadn’t noticed back at the palace that the truck we were jumping into had a massive Illéa emblem on the side. As I stood there looking at the small crowd of haggard men, this seemed like an incredibly stupid oversight. And while Maxon and I weren’t dressed like ourselves, that wouldn’t help very much if anyone got too close. Even though I wouldn’t have known the first thing to do with one, I wished I had a weapon.


  “There is no food,” Aspen said calmly. “And if there was, it wouldn’t be yours to take.”


  “How well they train their puppets,” another man remarked. As he gave us an amused smile, I could see that a few of his teeth were missing. “What were you before they turned you into this?”


  “Step away from the truck,” Aspen ordered.


  “You couldn’t have been a Two or a Three; you’d have bought your way out. So come on, little man, what were you?” the toothless man taunted, stepping closer.


  “Back. Away.” Aspen put one hand in front of himself, reaching down toward his hip with the other.


  The man stopped, shaking his head. “You don’t know who you’re messing with, boy.”


  “Wait!” someone said. “That’s her. That’s one of the girls.”


  I turned my head to the voice, giving myself away.


  “Get her!” the young one said.


  Before I could even think, Maxon jerked me back. I saw a blur of Aspen and Officer Avery pulling out their guns as my head got whipped around by the force of Maxon’s strong arms. I was moving sideways, stumbling to keep up while Aspen and Avery held the men at bay. Quickly, Maxon and I were against the brick wall, trapped.


  “I don’t want to kill you,” Aspen said. “Leave. Now!”


  The toothless man chuckled darkly, his hands raised in front of him as if he meant no harm. In a move so fast I nearly missed it, he reached down and drew a gun of his own. Aspen fired, and shots came in return.


  “Come on, America,” Maxon said urgently.


  Come where? I thought, my heart pounding in terror.


  I looked at him and saw that he had laced his fingers together, making a cradle for my foot. Suddenly understanding, I put my shoe in his hands, and he pushed me up as I grappled at the wall for some stability. I reached the top, and I felt something funny in my arm as I crawled over.


  I ignored it as I pulled my body across the ledge, lowering myself as much as I could before dropping to the concrete. I fell to the side, positive I’d messed up my hip or leg; but Maxon had instructed me to run if I was in danger, so I did.


  I didn’t know why I assumed he would be right behind me, but when I reached the end of the street and he wasn’t there, I realized no one would be free to give him a boost. In that moment, I noticed that funny feeling in my arm was starting to burn. I looked down, and in the faint glow of a streetlight, I saw something wet coming from a rip in my sleeve.


  I’d been shot.


  I’d been shot?


  There were guns and I was there, but it didn’t seem real. Still, there was no denying the searing pain that was growing bigger every second. I cupped my hand over the wound, but that made it worse.


  I looked around. The city was still.


  Of course it was. We were out well after curfew. I’d gotten so used to the palace that I’d forgotten that the world outside stopped after eleven.


  If an officer came by, I’d be thrown in jail. How was I supposed to explain that to the king? How are you going to talk away a bullet wound, America?


  I started moving, staying to the shadows. I had no idea where to go. I didn’t know if trying to get back to the palace was a good idea. Even if it was, I didn’t know how to get there.


  God, the burning. It was hard to think. I made my way past a narrow backstreet between two apartment buildings. That alone told me I wasn’t in the best part of town. Generally, only Sixes and Sevens had to squeeze into apartments.


  There was nowhere for me to go, so I walked down the poorly lit alley, tucking myself behind a tight pack of trash cans. The night was cool, but it had been a typical hot Angeles day, and the stink was rising from the metal bins. Between the smell and the pain, I felt myself on the edge of vomiting.


  I peeled off my right sleeve, trying not to irritate the wound any more than necessary. My hands were trembling, either from fear or adrenaline, and just bending my arm made me want to scream. I bit my lips together to keep the sound in, but even with that my muffled whimpers escaped into the night.


  “What happened?” a tiny voice asked.


  I jerked my head up, looking for the source. There were two glittering eyes in the darker depths of the alley.


  “Who’s there?” I asked, voice trembling.


  “I won’t hurt you,” she said, crawling out. “I’m having a bad night, too.”


  The girl, maybe fifteen if I had to guess, crept out of the shadows and came to look at my arm. She sucked in a breath at the sight.


  “That looks really painful,” she said sympathetically.


  “I got shot,” I blurted, ready to cry. It burned so badly.


  “Shot?”


  I nodded.


  She looked at me hesitantly, like maybe she should run away. “I don’t know what you did or who you are, but you don’t mess with rebels, okay?”


  “Huh?”


  “I haven’t been out here long, but I know that the only people who can get guns are rebels. Whatever you did to them, don’t do it again.”


  In all the times they’d attacked us, I’d never considered that. No one was supposed to have a gun unless they were an officer. Only a rebel would be able to get around that. Even August had just said the Northerners were essentially unarmed. I wondered if he’d been carrying tonight.


  “What’s your name?” she asked. “I know you’re a girl under there.”


  “Mer,” I said.


  “I’m Paige. Looks like you’re new to being an Eight yourself. Your clothes are pretty clean.” She was turning my arm gently, looking at the oozing wound as if she could do something even though we both knew better.


  “Something like that,” I hedged.


  “You can starve out here if you’re alone. You got anywhere to go?”


  I shuddered with a roll of pain. “Not exactly.”


  She nodded. “It was just my dad and me. I was a Four. We had a restaurant, but my grandma had made some rule that he was supposed to leave it to my aunt when he died, not to me. I think she was worried my aunt wouldn’t have anything or something like that. Well, my aunt hates me, always has. She got the restaurant, but she got me, too. Didn’t like that.


  “Two weeks after Dad died, she started hitting me. I had to sneak food because she said I was getting fat and wouldn’t give me anything to eat. I thought about going to a friend’s house, but my aunt would just be able to come and get me, so I left. I took some money, but not enough. Even if it was, I got robbed my second night out here.”


  I looked Paige over as she talked. I could see it, under the growing layer of grime. There was a girl in there who used to be very well taken care of. She was trying to be tough now. She had to be. What else was there for her?


  “Just this week I found a group of girls. We work together and share all the profits. If you can forget what you’re doing, it’s not so bad. I have to cry afterward. That’s why I was hiding back there. If the other girls see you cry, they make my aunt look like a saint. J. J. says they’re just trying to toughen me up and that I better get that way fast, but it still hurts.


  “Anyway, you’re pretty. I know they’d be glad to have you.”


  My stomach rolled, processing her offer. In what seemed like a few weeks, she’d lost her family, her home, and herself.


  And still she was sitting in front of me—a girl who’d been chased by a pack of rebels, a girl who could be nothing but danger—and she was kind.


  “We can’t get you a doctor, but there would be something to ease the pain. And they could get you some stitches from this guy they know. You’d have to work it off though.”


  I focused on my breathing. Even though she was distracting, the conversation couldn’t stop the pain.


  “You don’t talk much, do you?” Paige asked.


  “Not when I’ve been shot.”


  She laughed, and the ease of it made me laugh a little, too. Paige sat down beside me for a little while, and I was glad I wasn’t alone.


  “If you don’t want to come with me, I get it. It’s dangerous and kind of sad.”


  “I . . . can we just be quiet for a minute?” I asked.


  “Yes. Do you want me to stay with you?”


  “Please.”


  And she did. Without question, she sat beside me, as silent as a mouse. It felt like an eternity was passing, though it couldn’t have even been twenty minutes. The pain was becoming more severe, and I was getting desperate. Maybe I could get to a doctor. Of course, I’d have to find one. The palace would pay for it, but I had no clue how to get ahold of Maxon.


  Was Maxon even okay? Was Aspen?


  They were outnumbered, but they were armed. If the rebels recognized me so quickly, did they recognize Maxon, too? If so, what would they do to him?


  I sat still, trying to talk myself out of the worry. It was all I could do to focus on myself. But what was I going to do if Aspen died? Or if Maxon—


  “Shh!” I ordered, though Paige still hadn’t made a sound. “Do you hear that?”


  We both tuned our ears to the street.


  “. . . Max,” someone yelled. “Come out, Mer; it’s Max.”


  That would have been Aspen’s idea, no doubt, using those names.


  I scrambled to my feet and went to the edge of the alley, with Paige right behind me. I saw the truck coming down the street at a snail’s pace, heads poking out of the windows, searching.


  I turned around. “Paige, would you want to come with me?”


  “Where?”


  “I promise you, you’ll have a real job and food, and no one will hit you.”


  Her heavy eyes filled with tears. “Then I don’t care where it is. I’ll go.”


  I took her with my good hand, my coat sleeve still hanging off the wounded arm. We made our way down the road, sticking close to the buildings.


  “Max!” I called as we got closer. “Max!”


  The massive truck skidded to a stop, and Maxon, Aspen, and Officer Avery came running out.


  I dropped Paige’s hand, seeing Maxon’s open arms. He embraced me, hitting my wound, and I yelled.


  “What’s wrong?” he asked.


  “I was shot.”


  Aspen parted us, grabbing my arm to see for himself. “That could have been a lot worse. We need to get you back and find a way to treat you. I’m assuming we’ll want to leave the doctor out of this?” He looked to Maxon.


  “I don’t want her to suffer,” he insisted.


  “Your Majesty,” Paige said, dropping to her knees. Her shoulders started shaking like she might be crying.


  “This is Paige,” I said, offering nothing else. “Let’s get in the back.”


  Aspen lowered a hand to Paige. “You’re safe,” he assured her.


  Maxon put an arm around me, escorting me to the back of the truck.


  “I was sure it would take all night to find you,” he worried aloud.


  “Me, too. But I was in too much pain to get very far. Paige helped.”


  “Then she’ll be taken care of, I promise.”


  Maxon, Paige, and I crawled into the back of the truck, and the metal floor was strangely comforting as we sped back to the palace.


  CHAPTER 14


  IT WAS ASPEN WHO LIFTED me from the back of the truck and hurriedly carried me to a tiny room. The space was smaller than my bathroom and held two slim beds and a dresser. There were little notes and photos on the wall, which gave it some personality; but it was otherwise barren, not to mention incredibly cramped with Aspen, me, Officer Avery, Maxon, and Paige filling every spare inch.


  Aspen laid me on a bed as gently as possible, but my arm continued to throb.


  “We ought to get the doctor,” he said. But I could tell he doubted his own words. Getting Dr. Ashlar would mean either telling the absolute truth or making up an outrageous lie, and neither of those options was something we wanted.


  “Don’t,” I urged weakly. “I won’t die from this. It’ll just be a bad scar. We have to clean it up.” I grimaced.


  “You’ll need something for the pain,” Maxon added.


  “She might get infected. That alley was really dirty, and I touched her,” Paige said guiltily.


  A sliver of fire burned across the wound, and I hissed. “Anne. Get Anne.”


  “Who?” Maxon asked.


  “Her head maid,” Aspen explained. “Avery, get Anne and a medical kit. We’ll have to make due. And we need to do something with her,” he added, nodding his head at Paige.


  I watched Maxon’s worried eyes finally move from my bloody arm to Paige’s troubled face.


  “Are you a criminal? A runaway?” he asked her.


  “Not that kind of criminal. And I did run away, but there’s no one looking for me.”


  Maxon considered her words. “Welcome aboard. Follow Avery down to the kitchens and tell a Mallory you’ll be working with her on the prince’s command. Instruct her to come to the officers’ wing immediately.”


  “Mallory. Yes, Your Majesty.” Paige gave him a deep curtsy and followed Officer Avery from the room, leaving me alone with Maxon and Aspen. I’d been with both of them all night, but this was the first time it was just the three of us. I could feel the weight of our secrets filling up the already restricting room.


  “How’d you make it out?” I asked.


  “August, Georgia, and Micah heard the gunshots and came running,” Maxon said. “He wasn’t kidding when he said they’d never hurt us.” He paused, his eyes quickly distant and sad. “Micah didn’t make it.”


  I turned my head away. I didn’t know a thing about him, but he died tonight for us. I felt as guilty as if I’d taken his life myself.


  I went to wipe a tear away, forgetting to use my left arm, and cried out.


  “Calm down, America,” Aspen said, forgetting to be formal.


  “Everything’s going to work out,” Maxon promised.


  I nodded, pursing my lips together to avoid crying anymore. What a waste.


  We were quiet for what felt like a long time, but maybe it was the pain stretching out the minutes.


  “It’s wonderful to have such devotion,” Maxon said suddenly.


  At first I thought he was talking about Micah again. But Aspen and I looked over and saw him gazing at a space on the wall behind me.


  I turned my head, happy to focus on anything that wasn’t the searing pain in my arm. There, beside several pictures drawn by one of his younger siblings, was a note.


  
    I’ll always love you. I’ll wait for you forever. I’m with you, no matter what.

  


  My handwriting was a little sloppier a year ago when I’d left that note by my window for Aspen to find, and it was surrounded by silly little hearts that I would never put in a love letter now, but I could still feel the importance of those words. It was the first time I’d put them in writing, afraid of how much more I felt those things once they were on paper. I also remembered the fear of my mother finding that note surpassing any other worry about the enormity of knowing, without a doubt, that I loved Aspen.


  Right now I feared Maxon recognizing my handwriting.


  “It must be nice to have someone to write to. I’ve never had the luxury of love letters,” Maxon said, a sad smile on his face. “Has she kept her word?”


  Aspen was moving pillows from the other bed to prop under my head, avoiding eye contact with either Maxon or myself.


  “Writing is difficult,” he said. “But I do know she’s with me, no matter what. I don’t doubt it.”


  I looked at Aspen’s short, dark hair—the only part of him I could really see—and I felt a new pain. In a way he was right. We would never truly leave each other. But . . . the words on that paper? That encompassing love that used to overwhelm me? It wasn’t here anymore.


  Was Aspen still counting on it?


  My eyes flickered to Maxon, and the sadness on his face read a bit like jealousy. I wasn’t surprised. I remembered telling Maxon that I’d been in love before; he’d looked as if he’d been cheated out of something, so unsure at that point if he would ever fall in love.


  If he knew that the love I’d spoken about and the love Aspen just shared were the same one, I was sure it would crush him.


  “Write her soon,” Maxon advised. “Don’t let her forget.”


  “What’s taking them so long?” Aspen muttered, and left the room, not bothering to acknowledge Maxon’s words.


  Maxon watched him go and turned back to face me. “I’m so useless. I have no idea how to help you, so I thought I’d at least try to help him. He saved both our lives tonight.” Maxon shook his head. “Seems I only upset him.”


  “Everyone’s just worried. You’re doing fine,” I assured him.


  He gave an exasperated laugh, coming to kneel by the bed. “You’re lying there with a seeping gash on your arm, and you’re trying to comfort me. You’re absurd.”


  “If you ever decide to write me a love letter, I’d lead with that,” I joked.


  He smiled. “Can’t I do anything for you?”


  “Hold my hand? Not too hard though.”


  Maxon placed his fingers in the loose grip of my palm, and even though it didn’t change anything, it was nice to feel him there.


  “I probably won’t. Write you a love letter, that is. I try to stave off embarrassment as often as possible.”


  “You can’t plan wars, don’t know how to cook, and refuse to write love letters,” I teased.


  “That’s correct. My list of faults is ever growing.” He wiggled his fingers in my hand, and I was so grateful for the distraction.


  “That’s fine. I’ll continue to guess at your feelings since you refuse to write me a note. With a purple pen. All the i’s dotted with hearts.”


  “Which is exactly how I would do it,” he said in mock seriousness. I giggled but stopped quickly when the movement reignited the burning. “I don’t think you have to guess at my feelings though.”


  “Well,” I started, finding it harder and harder to breathe, “it’s not like you’ve ever said it out loud.”


  Maxon opened his mouth to object and silenced himself. His eyes gazed toward the ceiling as he thought through our history, trying to pinpoint the moment when he’d told me he loved me.


  In the safe room, it was suggested in every way. He’d let the feeling slip into a dozen romantic gestures or indicated it was there by dancing around the words . . . but the actual statement had never come. Not between us. I would have remembered, and I would have made them my reason never to question him, my reason to confess what I was feeling, too.


  “My lady?” Anne said, her voice making its way through the door a moment before her worried face.


  Maxon stepped back, letting go of my hand as he made space for her.


  Anne’s focused eyes took in the wound, and she touched it gingerly as she inspected how bad it was.


  “You’ll need stitches. I’m not sure we have anything that will completely numb you,” she assessed.


  “It’s okay. Just do your best,” I said. I felt calmer with her there.


  She nodded. “Someone get some boiling water. We should have antiseptic in the kit, but I want water, too.”


  “I’ll get it.” By the door, Marlee was standing, her face lined with worry.


  “Marlee,” I whimpered, losing control. I put the Mallory thing together. Of course she and Carter couldn’t go by their real names while they were hiding right under the king’s nose.


  “I’ll be right back, America. Hold tight.” She scurried away, but I felt a great relief knowing she would be with me.


  Anne absorbed the shock of Marlee’s presence in stride, and I watched as she pulled out a needle and thread from the medical kit. I took comfort in the fact that she sewed almost all my clothes. My arm shouldn’t be a problem.


  With incredible speed, Marlee was back with a pitcher of steaming water, an armful of towels, and a bottle of amber liquid. She set the pitcher and towels on top of the dresser, unscrewing the bottle as she came over.


  “For the pain.” She lifted my head so I could drink, and I obeyed.


  The stuff in the bottle was a new kind of burning, and I coughed my way through swallowing it. She urged me to take another sip, and I did, hating it the whole time.


  “I’m so glad you’re here,” I whispered.


  “I’m always here for you, America. You know that.” She smiled; and for the first time in our friendship, she seemed older than me, so calm and sure. “What in the world were you doing?”


  I made a face. “It seemed like a good idea.”


  Her eyes became sympathetic. “America, you are full of nothing but bad ideas. Great intentions but awful ideas.”


  She was right, of course, and I should have known better by now. But having her here, even to tell me how dumb I’d been, made the whole thing less awful.


  “How soundproof are these walls?” Anne asked.


  “Pretty good,” Aspen said. “Don’t hear too much this deep in the palace.”


  “Good,” she said. “Okay, I need everyone in the hall. Miss Marlee, I’m going to need some space, but you can stay.”


  Marlee nodded. “I’ll keep out of your way, Anne.”


  Avery left first, with Aspen trailing close behind him, and Maxon was last. The look in his eyes reminded me of the day I’d told him I’d gone hungry before: sad to know about it and devastated that he couldn’t undo it.


  The door clicked shut, and Anne started working quickly. She’d already set up everything she needed and held out her hand to Marlee for the bottle.


  “Gulp it,” she ordered, lifting my head.


  I braced myself. I had to come off the lip of the bottle and go back to it several times because of the coughing, but I managed to get a good amount of it down. Or at least it was good enough for Anne.


  “Hold this,” she said, passing me a small towel. “Bite down on it when things hurt.”


  I nodded.


  “The stitches won’t hurt like the cleaning will. I can see dirt from here, so I’m going to have to be thorough.” She sighed, looking again at the wound. “You’ll have a scar, but I’m going to make it as small as I can. We’ll put loose sleeves on your dresses for a few weeks to cover it while you heal. No one will know. And seeing as you were with the prince, I won’t ask questions. Whatever you did, I’ll trust it was something important.”


  “I think so,” I said, not really sure anymore.


  She got a towel wet and held it inches away from the gash. “Ready?”


  I nodded.


  I bit into the towel, hoping it would muffle the screams. I was sure that everyone in the hall could hear, but no one else probably would. It felt as if Anne was poking every nerve in my arm, and Marlee crawled on top of me to keep me from writhing.


  “It’ll be over soon, America,” she promised. “Think of something happy. Think about your family.”


  I tried. I fought to put May’s laugh or my dad’s knowing smile in the front of my thoughts, but they wouldn’t stay. I could only catch them long enough to feel them slip away under a new wave of pain.


  How in the world did Marlee make it through her caning alive?


  Once my wound was clean, Anne started sewing me up. She was right: the stitches didn’t hurt as much. I couldn’t tell if it was because it was actually less painful or if the liquor they’d given me was finally kicking in. It did seem like the edges of the room weren’t quite as sharp anymore.


  Then people were back, talking about things, about me. Who should stay, who should go, what we would say in the morning . . . so many details that I couldn’t contribute to.


  In the end, it was Maxon who scooped me up to return me to my room. It took some effort to hold my head upright, but it made it easier to hear him.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “Your eyes look like chocolate,” I mumbled.


  He smiled. “And yours look like the morning sky.”


  “Can I have water?”


  “Yes. Lots,” he promised. “Let’s get her upstairs,” he said to someone else. And I fell asleep to the rocking of his steps.


  CHAPTER 15


  I WOKE WITH A HEADACHE. I moaned as I rubbed my temple, then yelped when the action sent a sharp pain across my arm.


  “Here,” Mary said, coming to sit on the edge of my bed. She held out two pills and a glass of water.


  I slowly pushed myself up to take her offering, my head throbbing through all of it. “What time is it?”


  “Nearly eleven,” Mary said. “We sent word that you weren’t feeling well and wouldn’t be at breakfast. If we hurry, we could probably get you ready for lunch with the other Elite.”


  The thought of rushing or even eating didn’t sound appealing, but I thought it was wisest to get back into a normal routine. It was becoming clear just how much we’d risked last night, and I didn’t want to give anyone a reason to suspect anything at all had happened.


  I gave Mary a nod, and we both stood. My legs weren’t quite as reliable as I’d have liked, but I moved toward the bathroom anyway. Anne was just outside the door, cleaning, as Lucy sat in a wide chair sewing sleeves onto a dress that had probably been designed for simple straps.


  She looked up from her handiwork. “Are you all right, miss? You gave us quite a scare.”


  “I’m sorry. I think I’m as good as I can be.”


  She smiled at me. “We’re ready to do what we can to help you, miss. You only need to ask.”


  I wasn’t completely sure what she was offering, but I would take her up on any help that might get me through the next few days.


  “Oh, Officer Leger stopped by, as well as the prince. They both hoped you would let them know how you were feeling once you were up to it.”


  I nodded. “After lunch, I’ll take care of that.”


  With no warning, my arm was in someone’s hands. Anne was looking closely at the wound, gingerly peeking under the bandages to check my progress.


  “It doesn’t look infected. As long as we keep it clean, I think it will heal nicely. I wish I could have done something better. I know it’ll leave a mark,” she lamented.


  “Don’t worry. The best people all have some kind of scar.” I thought of Marlee’s hands and Maxon’s back. They both held permanent marks of their bravery. I was honored to join them.


  “Lady America, your bath is ready,” Mary said from around the bathroom door.


  I took in her face, then Lucy’s, then Anne’s. I’d always been close to my maids, had always trusted them. But something changed last night. It was the first time those bonds were tested; and in the light of day, they were still there, strong and holding.


  I wasn’t sure there was a way to prove that I was as loyal to them as they were to me. But I hoped an opportunity would show itself.


  If I focused, I could lift my fork to my mouth without grimacing. It took an extraordinary amount of effort, to the point where I started sweating in the middle of the meal. I decided to stick to nibbling on bread. I didn’t need my right arm to hold that.


  Kriss asked how my headache was—which I guessed was the story circulating—and I told her I was fine now, though my head and arm were impossible to ignore. That was the extent of the questioning, and it looked as if no one had guessed that anything was out of the ordinary.


  As I chewed a bite of bread, I debated how well the other girls would have done if they had gone in my place last night. I decided the only person who would have fared better was Celeste. Without a doubt, she’d have found a way to fight back, and I was a little jealous for a minute that I wasn’t more like her.


  Once our trays were carted out of the Women’s Room, Silvia came in and asked for our attention.


  “It’s time for you ladies to shine again. In a week, we’ll be having a small tea party, and you all, of course, are invited!” I sighed to myself, worried about who we were meant to entertain this time. “You won’t be in charge of any preparations for this particular party, but you must be on your best behavior, because this will be filmed for the public.”


  I perked up a bit. I could handle that.


  “You will each invite two people to be your personal guests at this tea party, and that will be your only responsibility. Choose wisely, and let me know your two contacts by Friday.”


  She walked away, leaving us all mentally scrambling. This was a test, and we knew it. Who in the room had the most impressive connections, the most valuable ones?


  Maybe I was being paranoid, but it felt as if this task specifically targeted me. The king must be searching for ways to remind everyone I was useless.


  “Who are you picking, Celeste?” Kriss asked.


  She shrugged. “Not sure yet. But I promise they’ll be spectacular.”


  If I had Celeste’s list of friends at my disposal, I wouldn’t be nervous either. Who was I going to invite? My mom?


  Celeste turned to me, her voice warm. “Who do you think you’ll bring, America?”


  I tried to hide my shock. Even though we’d had a little breakthrough in the library, this was the first time she’d addressed me the same way she would a friend. I cleared my throat. “I have no idea. I’m not sure I know anyone who would be appropriate to invite. It might be better if I bring no one.” I probably shouldn’t have been so open about how disadvantaged I was, but it wasn’t as if the others weren’t aware.


  “Well, if you really can’t find anyone, let me know,” Celeste said. “I’m positive I have more than two friends who would like to visit the palace, and I could make sure you at least have an idea of who they are. If you want to, that is.”


  I stared at her, tempted to ask her what the catch was; but, looking into her eyes, I didn’t think there was one. Then I was sure of it when she winked at me with the eye that Elise and Kriss couldn’t see. Celeste, the consummate fighter, was pulling for me.


  “Thank you,” I said, feeling truly humbled.


  She shrugged. “No problem. If we’re going to have a party, might as well make it a good one.” She leaned back in her chair, smiling to herself, and I was sure she was picturing this event as her last hurrah. Part of me wanted to tell her not to give up, but I couldn’t. Only one of us could have Maxon in the end.


  By the afternoon, I had the rough outline of a plan, but it was dependent upon one big thing: I’d have to get Maxon’s help.


  I was sure we would find each other before the end of the day, so I didn’t let myself worry about it too much. For the time being, I needed to rest again, so I headed back up to my room.


  Anne was there, waiting with more pills and water. I couldn’t believe how calm she was about it all.


  “I owe you one,” I said, downing the medicine.


  “No,” Anne protested.


  “Yes! Things would have been a lot different last night if you hadn’t been there.”


  She gently took the glass from me. “I’m just glad you’re okay.”


  She started walking to the bathroom to dispose of the water, and I followed her. “Isn’t there anything I could do for you? Anything at all?”


  She stood there at the counter, something clearly on her mind.


  “Really, Anne. It would make me so happy.”


  She sighed. “Well, there’s one thing. . . .”


  “Please tell me.”


  Anne raised her eyes from the sink. “But you couldn’t let it slip to anyone. Mary and Lucy would never let me live it down.”


  I creased my forehead. “What do you mean?”


  “It’s . . . it’s very personal.” She started fidgeting with her hands, something she never did, and I knew this was important to her.


  “Okay, come talk to me about it,” I encouraged, wrapping my good arm around her shoulder and ushering her to the table to sit with me.


  She crossed her ankles and put her hands in her lap. “See, it’s just that you get along with him so well. He seems to think so highly of you.”


  “You mean Maxon?”


  “No,” she whispered, a wild blush filling her cheeks.


  “I don’t understand.”


  She took a deep breath. “Officer Leger.”


  “Ooooh,” I said, more shocked than I could express.


  “You think it’s hopeless, don’t you?”


  “Not hopeless,” I insisted. I just didn’t know how to tell the person who’d promised he’d always fight for me that he should pursue her instead.


  “He’s always speaking so kindly of you. I know if you maybe mentioned me to him, or could even find out if he’s got a girlfriend at home . . .”


  I sighed. “I can try, but I can’t promise anything.”


  “Oh, I know. Don’t worry. I’ve been telling myself it won’t happen, but I can’t stop thinking about him.”


  I tilted my head. “I know how that is.”


  She put a hand in front of her. “And it’s not because he’s a Two. If he was an Eight, I’d want someone like him.”


  “Lots of people would,” I said. And that was true. Celeste noticed him, Kriss said he was funny, and even that Delilah woman sounded like she had a crush on him. That wasn’t even taking into account all the girls back home who’d chased him. Hearing things like that didn’t bother me so much anymore, not even from someone as close to me as Anne.


  It was one more thing that made me sure that my feelings for Aspen were gone. If I was happy to suggest that someone else should take my place, then I really didn’t belong with him.


  Still, I wasn’t sure how to broach the subject.


  I reached over the polished wood and put my hand on hers. “I’ll try, Anne. I swear.”


  She smiled but bit her lip anxiously. “Just please don’t tell the others.”


  I held her hand tighter. “You’ve always kept my secrets. I’ll always keep yours.”


  CHAPTER 16


  IT WAS ONLY A FEW hours later when Aspen knocked on my door. My maids merely curtsied and exited, knowing without instruction that whatever we would say needed to be private.


  “How are you feeling?”


  “Not too bad,” I said. “My arm throbs a bit and I have a headache, but otherwise I’m fine.”


  He shook his head. “I shouldn’t have let you go.”


  I patted the space beside me on the bed. “Come sit.”


  He hesitated a bit. In my mind now, he was past suspicion. Maxon and my maids knew we communicated, and he’d led us out of the palace last night. Where was the risk? He must have thought the same thing, because he finally sat, choosing to keep a respectable distance just in case.


  “I’m a part of this, Aspen. I couldn’t have stayed behind. And there’s nothing wrong with me. I honestly owe that to you. You saved me last night.”


  “If I hadn’t been fast enough, or if Maxon hadn’t gotten you over that wall, you’d be a prisoner somewhere right now. I almost let you die. I almost let Maxon die.” He shook his head at the floor. “Do you know what would have happened to Avery and me if you two hadn’t made it back? Do you know what—” He paused, seeming to hold back tears. “Do you know what would have happened to me if we hadn’t found you?”


  Aspen looked at me, into me. The pain in his eyes was clear.


  “But you did. You found me, you protected me, and you got me help. You were amazing.” I put my hand on Aspen’s back, running it up and down, trying to comfort him.


  “I’m just realizing, Mer, that no matter what happens . . . there will always be a string tying you to me. I’ll never not worry about you. I’ll never not care about what you do. You’ll always be something to me.”


  I took my hand and laced it through his arm, resting my head on his shoulder. “I know what you mean.”


  We stayed like that for a while, and I guessed that maybe Aspen was doing the same thing I was: replaying everything in his head. The way we avoided each other as children, the way we couldn’t stop looking at each other when we were older, a thousand stolen moments in the tree house—all the things that made us who we were.


  “America, I need to say something.” I lifted my head, and Aspen turned to face me, holding me gently by my arms. “When I told you that I would always love you, I meant it. And I . . . I . . .”


  He couldn’t manage to get the words out, and to be honest, I was grateful. Yes, I was tied to him, but we weren’t that couple in the tree house anymore.


  He gave a weak laugh. “I guess I need some sleep. I can’t think straight.”


  “You and me both. And there’s so much to think about.”


  He nodded. “Look, Mer, we can’t do that again. Don’t tell Maxon I’ll help him with something so risky, and don’t expect me to sneak you anywhere.”


  “I’m not sure it was worth it anyway. I can’t imagine Maxon would want to go again.”


  “Good.” He stood, then picked up my hand and kissed it. “My lady,” he said, his voice teasing.


  I smiled and squeezed his hand a little. And he did the same back. As we held hands, my grip tightening more every second, I realized that soon I’d need to let go. I’d need to really let go.


  I looked into Aspen’s eyes, and I could feel the tears threatening to come. How do I say good-bye to you?


  He ran his thumb over the back of my hand and placed it on my lap. He bent and kissed my hair. “Take it easy. I’ll come check on you tomorrow.”


  After a quick tug of my ear at dinner, Maxon knew I would be waiting for him tonight. I sat in front of my mirror, wishing the minutes would move faster. Mary brushed the length of my hair, calmly humming to herself. I vaguely recognized the tune as something I once played at someone’s wedding. When I’d gotten chosen for the Selection, I’d wanted so badly to find my way back to that life. I wanted a world full of the music I’d always loved.


  But, truly, that was never something I could have held on to. No matter which path I took in life now, music might only be something I pulled out at parties to entertain a guest or a way I relaxed on a weekend.


  I looked at myself in the mirror and realized I wasn’t bitter about that, not like I thought I’d be. I’d miss it, but it was just a piece of who I was now, not everything I was. There were possibilities in front of me no matter how the Selection unfolded.


  I really was more than my caste.


  Maxon’s light knock pulled me from my thoughts, and Mary answered the door.


  “Good evening,” Maxon said to Mary as he entered, and she curtsied in response.


  His eyes met mine briefly, and I wondered again if he could see how I felt about him, if it was as real to him as it was to me.


  “Your Majesty,” Mary greeted quietly. She was about to leave the room when Maxon held up a hand.


  “Forgive me, but could you tell me your name?”


  She stared at him for a moment, looked to me, and then focused on Maxon again. “I’m Mary, Your Majesty.”


  “Mary. And Anne, we met last night.” He gave her a small bow of his head. “And you?”


  “Lucy.” Her voice was small, but I could sense her joy in being acknowledged.


  “Excellent. Anne, Mary, and Lucy. Lovely to properly meet you. I’m sure Anne has filled you both in on last night so you can serve Lady America the best way possible. I want to thank you for your dedication and discretion.”


  His eyes fell on each of them in turn. “I realize I’ve put you in a compromising position, and if anyone ever raises questions about what happened, feel free to send them directly to me. It was my decision, and you shouldn’t be held responsible for any consequences that follow because of that.”


  “Thank you, Your Majesty,” Lucy said.


  I’d always sensed that my maids had a deep devotion to Maxon, but tonight I felt like it went beyond the typical obligation. It seemed to me in the past as if the highest level of loyalty was to the king, but now I wondered if that was true. More and more, I saw little things that made me think people preferred his son.


  Maybe I wasn’t the only one who saw King Clarkson’s methods as barbaric, his way of thinking cruel. Maybe the rebels weren’t the only ones ready for Maxon. Perhaps there were others out there who were looking for more.


  My maids curtsied and left, leaving Maxon standing beside me.


  “What was that about? Learning their names, I mean?”


  He sighed. “Last night when Officer Leger said Anne’s name and I didn’t know who he meant . . . it was embarrassing. Shouldn’t I know the people who tend to you better than some random guard?”


  He’s not that random. “To be fair, the maids all gossip about the guards. It wouldn’t surprise me if the guards did the same.”


  “Still. They’re with you every day. I should have known their names months ago.”


  I smiled at his reasoning and went to stand, though he looked uneasy about me moving at all.


  “I’m fine, Maxon,” I insisted, taking his outstretched hand.


  “You were shot last night, if I remember correctly. You can’t blame me for worrying.”


  “It wasn’t like a real bullet wound. It only cut me.”


  “All the same, I won’t quickly forget the sound of your muffled screams as Anne sewed you back together. Come, you should be resting.”


  Maxon ushered me to the bed, and I crawled in. He tucked me under the covers before lying down on top of them himself, facing me. I waited for him to talk about everything that had happened or to warn me of the coming fallout. But he didn’t say anything. He lay there, brushing my hair back with his fingers, sometimes letting the tips linger on my cheek.


  It felt as if we were the whole world just then.


  “If something had happened—”


  “But it didn’t.”


  Maxon rolled his eyes, his voice getting serious. “It most certainly did! You came home bleeding. We nearly lost you in the streets.”


  “Look, I’m not upset with the choice I made,” I said, trying to calm him. “I wanted to go, to hear for myself. Besides, it’s not as if I could have let you go without me.”


  “I can’t believe how unprepared we were, going out in a palace truck without more guards. And there are rebels just walking the streets. Since when are they not hiding? Where are they getting these guns? I feel clueless, helpless. I’m losing the country I love a little every day. I nearly lost you, and I—”


  Maxon stopped himself, his frustration fading into something new. He moved his hand back to my cheek. “Last night, you said something . . . about love.”


  I looked down. “I remember.” I tried to contain my blush.


  “It’s funny how you can think you’ve said something when you never really did.”


  I giggled, feeling that the words were coming in his very next breath.


  “It’s also funny how you can think you’ve heard something when you didn’t either,” he said instead.


  All the humor vanished from the moment. “I know what you mean.” I swallowed and watched as his hand moved from my cheek to lace his fingers through mine, knowing that he and I were both watching them. “Maybe, for some people, it would be hard to confess that. Like, if they worried they might not make it to the end.”


  He sighed. “Or it would be hard to say if you worried that someone might not want to make it to the end . . . maybe never quite gave up on someone else.”


  I shook my head. “That’s not . . .”


  “Okay.”


  For everything we’d said in the safe room, for everything we’d confessed to each other, for everything that had firmly settled in my heart, these small words were the most frightening things to pass between us. Because once they were out there, we could never take them back.


  I didn’t completely understand his reasons for hesitating, but I knew mine. If he ended up with Kriss after I’d put my heart out there, I would be upset with him, but I would hate myself. It was a risk I was too frightened to take.


  The silence was making me uneasy, and when it became too much, I spoke.


  “Maybe we could talk about this again when I’m feeling better?”


  He sighed. “Of course. Completely thoughtless of me.”


  “No, no. There’s just something else I wanted to ask you about.” There were bigger things than us to consider right now.


  “Go ahead.”


  “I had a thought about my guests for the upcoming tea party, but I would need your approval.”


  He looked at me, confused.


  “And I want you to know everything I would intend to discuss with them. We might be breaking several laws, so I won’t do it if you say not to.”


  Intrigued, Maxon propped himself up on one arm to listen. “Tell me everything.”


  CHAPTER 17


  THE BACKDROP FOR OUR PHOTOS was plain and light blue. My maids put together a lovely dress for me, with little off-the-shoulder cuffs that just covered my scar. For now, my days of strapless gowns were gone.


  Though I looked pretty good, I was completely overshadowed by Nicoletta, and even Georgia was dazzling in her gown.


  “Lady America,” the woman next to the camera called. “We remember Princess Nicoletta from when the women of the Italian royal family came to visit the palace, but who is your other guest?”


  “This is Georgia, a dear friend of mine,” I replied sweetly. “One of the things that I’ve learned from the Selection so far is that moving forward means joining your life before coming to the palace with the future that lies in front of you. I’m hoping to make another step in joining those two worlds today.”


  Some of those standing around let out satisfied noises as the cameras continued to capture the three of us.


  “Excellent, ladies,” the photographer said. “You can go enjoy the party. We’ll be taking some candid shots later.”


  “Sounds fun,” I answered, motioning for my guests to come with me.


  Maxon had made it clear that of all days, today was one when I really needed to be on. I hoped to be the lead example of what an Elite should be, but it was hard for me to try and be so perfect.


  “Tone it down, America, or rainbows are going to shoot out of your eyes.” I loved that even though our friendship was brief, Georgia could see right through my act.


  I laughed, and Nicoletta joined in. “She’s right. You do seem a bit perky.”


  I sighed with a smile. “Sorry. Today is a high-stakes kind of day.”


  Georgia put an arm on my shoulder as we walked deeper into the room. “After everything you and Maxon have been through, I highly doubt he’ll send you home over a tea party.”


  “That’s not exactly what I mean. But we’ll have to talk about it later.” I turned to face them. “Right now, it would be a huge help to me if we could mingle. Once things settle down, we need to have a pretty serious discussion.”


  Nicoletta looked over at Georgia, then back to me. “What kind of friend are you introducing me to here?”


  “A valuable one. I swear. I’ll explain later.”


  For their part, Georgia and Nicoletta made me shine. As a princess, Nicoletta was quite possibly the best guest in the room, and I saw in Kriss’s eyes that she wished she had thought of that. Of course, she didn’t have a direct line to Italian royalty like I did. Nicoletta herself had given me a phone number to contact her if I ever needed to.


  No one knew who Georgia was, but when they’d heard my line—the one Maxon had specifically fed to me—about joining my past and my future, they thought that was a spectacular idea as well.


  Elise’s choices were predictable. Powerful but predictable. Two very distant cousins from New Asia representing her ties to the leaders of the nation paraded next to her in their traditional dresses. Kriss had chosen a professor from the college her father worked at and her mother. I was dreading my family hearing about that. When Mom or May realized they had a chance to be here, I was sure to get a very disappointed letter from them.


  Celeste, true to her word, brought full-fledged celebrities. Tessa Tamble—who had allegedly given a show at Celeste’s last birthday party—was there in a very short but glamorous dress. Celeste’s other guest was Kirstie Summer, another musician who was mostly known for her outlandish concerts, and her outfit was more like a costume. My guess was that it was either something she usually performed in or an experiment in painted leather. Either way, I was surprised she got through the door, both because of the way she was dressed and the fact that if you passed within a foot of her, you could smell the alcohol radiating off her.


  “Nicoletta,” Queen Amberly said, approaching us. “How wonderful to see you again.”


  They exchanged kisses on both cheeks before Nicoletta spoke. “The joy is all mine. I was elated when I received America’s invitation. We all had such a wonderful time on our last visit.”


  “I’m glad to hear that,” the queen commented. “I’m afraid it’s going to be a bit calmer today.”


  “I don’t know,” Nicoletta countered, pointing over to where Kirstie and Tessa were standing in a corner and talking loudly. “I’m betting those two will send me home with at least one story.”


  We all laughed, though I could see a little anxiety in the queen’s eyes. “I suppose I should go introduce myself.”


  “Always the picture of bravery,” I joked.


  She smiled. “Please, relax and enjoy yourselves. I hope you get to meet some new acquaintances but, honestly, just take some time together with your friends.”


  I nodded, and Queen Amberly left to meet Celeste’s guests. Tessa was looking fine, but Kirstie appeared to be picking up and smelling every finger sandwich on a nearby table. I made a mental note not to eat anything near where she’d been standing.


  I surveyed the room. Everyone seemed busy eating or talking, so I decided now was as good a time as any.


  “Follow me,” I said, heading to a small table in the back. We sat, and a maid brought us tea. Once we were alone, I dived in, hoping this would go smoothly.


  “Georgia, first, I haven’t had a chance to apologize about Micah.”


  She was shaking her head even as I spoke. “He always wanted to be a hero. We all accept that things might . . . end like that. But I think he was proud.”


  “I’m still really sorry. Is there anything we can do?”


  “No. Everything’s taken care of. Trust me, he wouldn’t have chosen a different end,” she insisted.


  I thought of the mouselike boy in the corner of the room that night. He willingly ran out into the fray for me, for all of us. Bravery hides in amazing places.


  I turned back to the matter at hand. “Well, Georgia, as you can see, Nicoletta is the princess of Italy. She visited with us a few weeks ago.” I looked between them. “At that time she made it clear that Italy would like to be an ally to Illéa if certain things changed.”


  “America!” Nicoletta hissed.


  I held up a hand. “Trust me. Georgia here is a friend, but I don’t know her from Carolina. She’s one of the leaders of the Northern rebels.”


  Nicoletta sat up in her seat. Georgia gave her a timid nod, confirming what I’d said.


  “She came to our aid recently. And lost someone close to her in the process,” I explained.


  Nicoletta placed her hand on Georgia’s. “I’m sorry.” Then she turned to me, curious as to how all this tied together.


  “What we say needs to stay among us, but I thought we might be able to talk about some things that would benefit everyone here,” I explained.


  “Are you trying to overthrow the king?” Nicoletta asked.


  “No,” Georgia assured her. “We’re hoping to align ourselves with Maxon’s reign, and work toward eliminating the castes. Maybe within his lifetime. He seems to have more compassion for his people.”


  “He does,” I added.


  “Then why do you attack the palace? And all those people?” Nicoletta accused sharply.


  I shook my head. “They’re not like the Southern rebels. They don’t kill people. They sometimes deliver justice that they see as fit—”


  “We’ve gotten unwed mothers out of jail, things like that,” Georgia interjected.


  “They have broken into the palace, but never with the intent to kill,” I added.


  Nicoletta sighed. “I’m not so bothered by that, but I’m not sure why you need me to know them.”


  “Neither am I,” Georgia confessed.


  I took a breath. “The Southern rebels are getting more and more aggressive. In the last few months alone, their attacks have increased, not just at the palace but across the country. They’re merciless. I worry, as does Maxon, that they’re very close to making a move we won’t be able to recover from. Their idea of killing their way down the Elite’s castes is pretty drastic, and we’re all afraid those attacks are going to escalate.”


  “They already have,” Georgia said, more to me than to Nicoletta. “When you invited me here, I was happy if only to be able to give you more news. The Southern rebels have moved to the Threes.”


  I placed a hand over my mouth, shocked that they were progressing so quickly. “Are you sure?”


  “Positive,” Georgia confirmed. “The numbers shifted yesterday.”


  After a moment of quiet worry, Nicoletta spoke. “Why are they doing this?”


  Georgia turned to her. “To scare the Elite into leaving, to scare the royal family in general. It seems like they think that if they can stop the Selection from finishing and isolate Maxon, they’ll only have to get rid of him in order to take over.”


  “And that’s the real worry. If they come to power, there’s nothing for Maxon to offer you as king. The Southern rebels would only oppress people further.”


  “So what do you propose?” Nicoletta asked.


  I tried to walk lightly into the criminal territory in front of me. “Georgia and the other Northerners have a better opportunity to stop the Southern rebels than any of us in the palace. They can see their moves more easily and have had chances to confront them . . . but they’re untrained and unarmed.”


  They both waited, not seeing what I was implying.


  I lowered my voice. “Maxon can’t siphon money from the palace to help them buy weapons.”


  “I see,” Nicoletta finally said.


  “It would be under the full understanding that these weapons would only be used to stop the Southerners. Never against an officer of any government-issued position,” I said, looking at Georgia.


  “That wouldn’t be a problem.” I saw in her eyes how much she meant that, and I already knew it in my own heart. If she’d wanted to, she could have taken me out when she found me in the woods or chosen not to come running into the alley after us. But that was never her goal.


  Nicoletta was strumming her fingers across her lips, thinking. I knew we were asking a lot, but I wasn’t sure how to move forward otherwise.


  “If anyone found out . . . ,” she said.


  “I know. I’ve thought about that.” If the king ever knew, a caning wouldn’t be enough where I was concerned.


  “If we could make sure there isn’t a trail.” Nicoletta kept fidgeting her fingers near her mouth.


  “It would need to be cash, at least. That makes it harder,” Georgia offered.


  Nicoletta nodded and dropped her hand to the table. “I said if I could do anything for you, I would. We could use a strong friend, and if your country is lost, I fear we would only gain another enemy.”


  I gave her a sad smile.


  She turned to Georgia. “I can get the cash today, but it would need to be converted.”


  Georgia smiled. “We have means.”


  Over her shoulder I saw a photographer approaching. I picked up my teacup and whispered, “Camera.”


  “And I’ve always thought America was a lady. I think sometimes we miss those traits because we see Fives as performers and Sixes as housekeepers. But look at Queen Amberly. She’s so much more than a Four,” Georgia said kindly. Nicoletta and I both nodded.


  “She’s an incredible woman. It’s been a privilege to live with her,” I shared.


  “Maybe you’ll get to stay with her!” Nicoletta said with a wink.


  “Smile, ladies!” the photographer instructed, and we all showed our brightest faces, hoping to cover our dangerous secret.


  CHAPTER 18


  THE DAY AFTER NICOLETTA AND Georgia left, I caught myself looking over my shoulder a lot. I was sure someone knew what I’d said, what I’d handed over to the rebels in a brief afternoon. I kept reminding myself that if anyone had overheard, I certainly would have been arrested by now. Seeing as I was still enjoying a wonderful breakfast with the other Elite and the royal family, I had to believe that everything was fine. Besides, Maxon would defend me if he had to.


  After breakfast, I went back to my room to touch up my makeup. While I was in the bathroom, sweeping on another layer of lipstick, a knock sounded at the door. It was just Lucy and me, and she went to see who it was while I finished up. A minute later she popped her head around the corner.


  “It’s Prince Maxon,” she whispered.


  I whipped my head around. “He’s here?”


  She nodded, beaming. “He remembered my name.”


  “Of course he did,” I replied with a smile. I put everything down and ran my fingers through my hair. “Lead me out, then leave quietly.”


  “As you wish, miss.”


  Maxon was standing tentatively by the door, uncharacteristically waiting for an invitation to enter. He held a small, thin box, and he drummed his fingers against it, fidgeting. “Sorry to interrupt. I was wondering if I could have a moment.”


  “Of course,” I said, walking over. “Please come in.” Maxon and I perched on the edge of my bed.


  “I wanted to see you first,” he said, getting situated. “I wanted to explain before the others came in bragging.”


  Explain? For some reason his words put me on edge. If the others were bragging, I was about to be excluded from something.


  “What do you mean?” I realized I was biting my freshly glossed lip.


  Maxon passed the box over to me. “I’ll clarify, I promise. But first, this is for you.”


  I took the box and unhooked a small button in the front so I could open it. I think I inhaled every millimeter of air in the room.


  Resting inside the box were a breathtaking set of earrings and matching bracelet. They coordinated beautifully, with blue and green gems woven into a subtle floral design.


  “Maxon, I love it, but I can’t possibly take this. It’s too . . . too . . .”


  “On the contrary, you must take them. It’s a gift, and it’s tradition that you wear them in the Convicting.”


  “The what?”


  He shook his head. “Silvia will explain all that; but the point is, it’s tradition for the prince to present the Elite with jewelry and for them to wear the pieces to the ceremony. There will be quite a few officials there, and you need to look your best. And unlike the things you’ve been presented with so far, these are all real and yours to keep.”


  I smiled. Of course we wouldn’t have been given real jewelry to wear until now. I wondered how many girls had taken things home, thinking that if they hadn’t gotten Maxon, at least they got a few thousand in jewelry.


  “They’re wonderful, Maxon. Just my taste. Thank you.”


  Maxon raised a finger. “You’re welcome, and that’s part of what I wanted to discuss. I chose the gifts for each of you personally and intended that they should all be equal. However, you prefer to wear the necklace from your father, and I’m sure it would be a comfort to you in the middle of something as big as the Convicting. So, while the others got necklaces, you have a bracelet.”


  He reached over to my hand and lifted it. “And I see you’re attached to your little button, and I’m glad you still like the bracelet I brought back from New Asia, but they really aren’t appropriate. Try this on so we can see how it rests.”


  I took off Maxon’s bracelet and set it on the edge of my nightstand. But I took Aspen’s button and set it in my jar with its single penny. It seemed like it should be there for now.


  I turned back and caught Maxon staring at the jar, something hard in his eyes. It disappeared swiftly enough, and he went to removing the bracelet from the box. His fingers tickled my skin, and when he moved away, I nearly gasped again at how beautiful his gift was.


  “It really is perfect, Maxon.”


  “I hoped you’d think so. But that is precisely why I needed to talk to you. I set out to spend the same amount on all of you. I wanted to be fair.”


  I nodded. That sounded reasonable.


  “The problem with that being, your tastes are much simpler than the others. And you have a bracelet as opposed to a necklace. I ended up spending half as much on you as the rest, and I wanted you to know that before you saw what I gave them. And I wanted you to know that it came from wanting to give you what I felt you would like the best, not because of your place or anything like that.” Maxon’s face was so sincere.


  “Thank you, Maxon. I wouldn’t have had it any other way,” I said, placing a hand on his arm.


  As always, he seemed so happy to be touched. “I suspected as much. Though thank you for saying so. I was afraid I might hurt you.”


  “Not at all.”


  Maxon’s smile grew. “Of course, I still wanted to be fair, so I had a thought.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a thin envelope. “Perhaps you would like to send the difference to your family.”


  I stared at the envelope. “Are you serious?”


  “Of course. I want to be impartial, and I thought this would be the best way to handle the discrepancy. And I hoped it would make you happy.” He placed the envelope in my hands, and I took it, still shocked.


  “You didn’t have to do that.”


  “I know. But sometimes it’s about what you want to do, not what you have to.”


  Our eyes met, and I realized that he did a lot for me out of simply wanting to. Giving me pants when I wasn’t allowed to wear them, bringing me a bracelet from the other side of the world . . .


  Surely he loved me. Right? Why wouldn’t he just say it?


  We’re alone, Maxon. If you say it, I’ll say it back.


  Nothing.


  “I don’t know how to thank you for this, Maxon.”


  He smiled. “Hearing you say it is nice.” He cleared his throat. “I’m always interested in hearing how you feel.”


  Oh, no. Nope. I was not putting it out there first.


  “Well, I’m very grateful. As always.”


  Maxon sighed. “I’m happy you like it.” Unsatisfied, he took to watching the carpet. “I need to go. I still have to deliver the gifts to the others.”


  We stood together, and I escorted him to the door. As he left, he turned and kissed my hand. With a friendly nod of his head, he disappeared around the corner to visit the others.


  I walked back to the bed and looked again at my gifts. I couldn’t believe that something this beautiful was mine to keep, forever. I vowed to myself that, even if I went home and all the money ran out and my family was absolutely destitute, I would never sell these or give them away, or the bracelet he’d gotten me in New Asia. I would hold on to them no matter what.


  “The Convicting is simple enough,” Silvia said to us the next afternoon as we followed her to the Great Room. “It’s one of those things that sounds much more challenging than it is, but above all it’s symbolic.


  “It will be a grand event. There will be several magistrates here, not to mention the extended members of the royal family, and enough cameras to make your heads spin,” Silvia barked over her shoulder.


  So far this was sounding anything but simple. We rounded the corner, and Silvia flung open the doors to the Great Room. In the middle of the space was Queen Amberly herself, giving instructions to men setting up rows of stadium seats. In another corner, someone was debating which carpet to roll out, and two florists were discussing which blossoms would be most appropriate. They apparently didn’t think the Christmas decorations should stay. So much was happening, I almost forgot Christmas was coming at all.


  Toward the back of the room a stage was set up with stairs across the front of it, and three massive thrones were centered on the platform. To our right were four small stages with lone seats on them, looking beautiful but also very isolating. Those alone were enough to decorate the room, and I couldn’t imagine how it would look once everything was in place.


  “Your Majesty,” Silvia said with a curtsy, and we all followed suit. The queen walked over to us, her face lit up with a smile.


  “Hello, ladies,” she said. “Silvia, how far have you gotten?”


  “Not far at all, Majesty.”


  “Excellent. Ladies, let me enlighten you about your next task in the Selection process.” She motioned for us to follow her inside the Great Room. “The Convicting is meant to be a symbol of your submission to the law. One of you will become the new princess, and someday queen. The law is how we live, and it will be your duty not only to live by it but to uphold it. And so,” she said, stopping and facing us, “you will start with the Convicting.


  “A man who has committed a crime, most likely a theft, will be brought in. These are cases that are worthy of a whipping, but these men will spend time in jail instead. And you will send them there.”


  The queen smiled at our bewildered expressions. “I know it sounds harsh, but it’s not. These men have each committed a crime, and instead of facing the difficulties of a physical punishment, they’ll be paying their debts with time. You’ve seen firsthand how painful a caning can be. Being whipped isn’t much better. You’re doing them a favor,” she said encouragingly.


  I still didn’t feel good about it.


  Those who stole were penniless. Twos and Threes who broke laws paid their way out of punishment with money. The poor paid their way in flesh or time. I remembered Jemmy, Aspen’s younger brother, leaning over a block while men took a handful of food out of his back in lashes. While I hated that, it was better than locking him away. The Legers needed him to work, young as he was, and it seemed that once you got above a Five, people forgot that.


  Silvia and Queen Amberly walked us through the ceremony over and over until our lines were perfect. I tried to deliver mine with the grace that Elise or Kriss had, but they came out sounding flat every time.


  I did not want to put a man in jail.


  When we were dismissed, the other girls headed to the door together, but I went to the queen. She was finishing a conversation with Silvia. I should have used that time to come up with something more eloquent. Instead, when Silvia walked away and the queen addressed me, I just blurted it out.


  “Please don’t make me do this,” I pleaded.


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “I can submit to the law, I swear. It’s not that I’m trying to be difficult, but I can’t put a man in jail. He didn’t do anything to me.”


  Her expression was kind as she reached to touch my face. “But he did, dear girl. If you became the princess, you’d be the embodiment of the law. When someone breaks the smallest rule, they stab you. The only way to keep from bleeding out is to take a stand against those who have already harmed you so that others will not be so brazen.”


  “But I’m not the princess!” I implored. “No one’s hurting me.”


  She smiled and lowered her head to mine, whispering, “You’re not the princess today, but it wouldn’t surprise me if that was a temporary issue.”


  Queen Amberly stepped back and winked.


  I sighed, getting desperate. “Bring me someone else. Not some petty thief who probably only stole because they were hungry.” Her face stiffened. “I’m not suggesting it’s okay to steal. I know it’s not. But bring me someone who did something really bad. Bring me the person who killed the guard that got Maxon and me into a safe room the last time the rebels came. That person should be locked up forever. And I’ll say that happily. But I can’t do this to some hungry Seven. I can’t.”


  I could see she wanted to be gentle with me, but I could also see she wouldn’t budge on this. “Allow me to be very blunt with you, Lady America. Of all the girls, you need to do this the most. People have seen you run to stop a caning, suggest undoing the castes on national television, and encourage people to fight when their lives are in serious danger.” Her kind face was serious. “I’m not saying those were bad things, but they have given most people the impression that you run wild.”


  I fidgeted with my hands, knowing this was going to end with me doing the Convicting no matter what I said.


  “If you want to stay, if you care about Maxon”—she paused, giving me a moment to consider—“then you need to do this. You need to show you have the ability to be obedient.”


  “I do. I just don’t want to put someone in jail. That’s not a princess’s job. Magistrates do that.”


  Queen Amberly patted my shoulder. “You can do it. And you will. If you want Maxon at all, you need to be perfect. I’m sure you understand that there’s opposition where you’re concerned.”


  I nodded.


  “Then do it.”


  She walked away, leaving me alone in the Great Room. I went up to my seat, practically a throne itself, and mumbled the lines again. I tried to tell myself that it wasn’t a big deal. People broke laws and went to jail all the time. It was one person out of thousands. And I needed to be perfect.


  Perfect was my only option.


  CHAPTER 19


  THE DAY OF THE CONVICTING I was a bundle of nerves. I was afraid I’d trip, or forget what to say. Even worse, I was afraid I’d fail. The one thing I didn’t have to worry about was my clothes. My maids had to confer with the head dresser to make something suitable for me, though I wouldn’t use a word as plain as suitable to describe it.


  Following again on tradition, the dresses were all white and gold. Mine had a high waist and no strap on the left but did have a small, off-the-shoulder strap on the right, covering my scar and looking really lovely at the same time. The top was snug, but the skirt was billowing, kissing the floor with scallops of golden lace. It came together with pleats in the back that fell behind me in a short train. When I looked at myself in the mirror, it was the first time I actually thought I looked like a princess.


  Anne grabbed the olive branch I was meant to carry and situated it in my arm. We were supposed to place the branches at the foot of the king as a sign of peace toward our leader and our willingness to yield to the law.


  “You look beautiful, miss,” Lucy said. I couldn’t help but notice how calm and confident she seemed lately. I smiled.


  “Thank you. I wish you were all going to be there,” I said.


  “Me, too.” Mary sighed.


  Ever proper, Anne turned the focus back in my direction. “Don’t you worry, miss; you’ll do perfectly. And we’ll be watching with the other maids.”


  “You will?” That was encouraging, even though they wouldn’t be downstairs.


  “We wouldn’t miss it,” Lucy assured me.


  A sharp knocking snapped us from our conversation. Mary opened the door, and I was happy to see it was Aspen.


  “I’m here to escort you to the Convicting, Lady America,” he said.


  Lucy piped up. “What do you think of our handiwork, Officer Leger?”


  He smiled slyly. “You’ve outdone yourselves.”


  Lucy giggled, and Anne quietly shushed her as she made final adjustments to my hair. Now that I knew about Anne’s feelings for Aspen, it was obvious how perfect she tried to be in front of him.


  I took a deep breath, remembering the masses waiting for me downstairs.


  “Ready?” he asked.


  I nodded, readjusted my branch, and went to the door, peeking back just once to see my maids’ happy faces. I looped my arm through Aspen’s and headed with him down the hall.


  “How have you been?” I asked casually.


  “I can’t believe you’re going through with this,” he shot back.


  I swallowed, immediately nervous again. “I don’t have a choice.”


  “You always have a choice, Mer.”


  “Aspen, you know I don’t like this. But in the end, it’s only one person. And he’s guilty.”


  “Just like the rebel sympathizers that the king demoted a caste. Just like Marlee and Carter.” I didn’t have to look up to see how disgusted he was.


  “That was different,” I mumbled, not sounding convincing at all.


  Aspen stopped dead in his tracks and forced me to look at him. “It’s never different with him.”


  His tone was so serious. Aspen knew more than most people did, because he’d stood guard during meetings or delivered orders himself. He was holding a secret right now.


  “Are they thieves at all?” I asked quietly as we continued to move.


  “Yes, but nothing deserving the years of jail they’ll receive today. And it’s going to be a pretty loud message to their friends.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “They’re people who’ve gotten in his way, Mer. Rebel sympathizers, men a bit too outspoken about what a tyrant he is. This is being broadcast everywhere. The people they’ve tried to sway will see this, will warn others about what happens to those who attempt to go against the king. This is deliberate.”


  I whipped my arm from his, hissing my words at him. “You’ve been here almost as long as I have. In all that time, did you ever not deliver one of the sentences you were ordered to?”


  He considered. “No, but—”


  “Then don’t judge me. If he’s not above putting his enemies in prison without real cause, what do you think he’ll do to me? He hates me!”


  Aspen’s eyes were pleading. “Mer, I know it’s scary, but you’ve—”


  I put up my hand. “Do your job. Take me downstairs.”


  He swallowed once, turned forward, and put his arm out for me. I gripped it, and we walked on in silence.


  Halfway down the stairs, as the buzz of conversation started to reach us, he spoke up again.


  “I always wondered if they’d change you.”


  I didn’t respond. What could I say anyway?


  In the grand foyer, the other girls were staring into the distance, quietly moving their lips as they recited their lines. I detached myself from Aspen and moved to join them.


  Elise had talked about her dress so much, I felt as if I’d already seen it. Gold and cream were woven together in a slim, sleeveless design, and her golden gloves looked dramatic. Her gifts from Maxon were deep, dark gems, and they made her slick hair and dark eyes pop.


  Kriss once again managed to be the embodiment of all things royal, and it was like she wasn’t even trying. Her dress was fitted through the waist and burst out like a flower blossoming toward the ground. And Maxon’s necklace and earrings for her were iridescent, gently rounded, and perfect. It did, for a moment, make me sad that mine were so simple.


  Celeste’s dress . . . well, it would certainly be unforgettable. Her neckline was plunging, and it seemed a little inappropriate for the occasion. She caught me staring, and pushed her lips together and shook her shoulders at me.


  I laughed once and put my hand to my forehead, feeling a little sick. I inhaled deeply, trying to calm myself.


  Celeste met me halfway, swinging her branch with each step. “What’s wrong?”


  “Nothing. Just not feeling well, I guess.”


  “Do. Not. Puke,” she ordered. “Especially not on me.”


  “I won’t throw up,” I assured her.


  “Who threw up?” Kriss asked, joining the conversation; and Elise followed behind her.


  “No one,” I said. “I’m just tired or something.”


  “It won’t last too long,” Kriss reassured me.


  It’ll last forever, I thought. I looked at each of their faces. They’d come to my side just now. Wouldn’t I have done the same for them? Maybe . . .


  “Do any of you actually feel good about doing this?” I asked.


  They all looked at one another or the floor, but no one answered.


  “Then let’s not do it,” I urged.


  “Not do it?” Kriss questioned. “America, it’s tradition. We have to.”


  “No we don’t. Not if we all decide not to.”


  “What would we do? Refuse to walk in there?” Celeste asked.


  “That’s one option,” I offered.


  “You want us to sit in there and do nothing?” Elise sounded appalled.


  “I hadn’t thought it through. I just know I don’t think this is a good idea.”


  I could see that Kriss was genuinely considering it.


  “It’s a trick!” Elise accused.


  “What?” How could she come to that conclusion?


  “She’s going last. If we all do nothing and then she follows through, she looks obedient while the rest of us look like idiots.” Elise shook her branch at me as she spoke.


  “America?” Kriss looked at me, disappointment filling her eyes.


  “No, I swear; that’s not what I was going to do!”


  “Ladies!” We all turned toward Silvia’s correcting tone. “I understand that you’re nervous, but that’s no reason to shout.”


  Her gaze hit each of us, and we all exchanged looks as they decided whether to go in on this with me.


  “All right,” Silvia began. “Elise, you’ll be first, just as we practiced. Celeste and Kriss, you will follow; and America, you’ll be last. One at a time, carry your branch up the red carpet and place it at the feet of the king. Then come back and take your seat. The king will say a few words, and the ceremony will start.”


  She stepped over to what looked like a small box on a stand and turned it around to show a television monitor with a view of everything happening inside the Great Room. It was magnificent. Red carpeting divided the room into the seats for the press and guests, and the four seats delegated for us. In the back of the space, the thrones sat, waiting for the royal family.


  As we watched, the side door to the Great Room opened, and the king, the queen, and Maxon came in to applause and trumpeting fanfare. Once they were seated, a slower, more dignified melody started playing.


  “There it is. Now, head high,” Silvia instructed. Elise gave me a pointed look and strode around the corner.


  The music was dotted by the sound of hundreds of cameras taking her picture. It made for a strange rhythm section. She did great, though, as we could all see on the monitor Silvia was watching. Celeste followed, straightening her hair before she left. Kriss’s smile looked absolutely genuine and natural as she paraded down the aisle.


  “America,” Silvia whispered. “Your turn.”


  I tried to wipe the worry off my face and focus on positive things, but I realized there weren’t any. I was about to kill a part of myself by punishing someone beyond what I thought was deserved and give the king something he wanted in a neat, short stroke.


  The cameras clicked, the bulbs flashed, and people whispered their praises to one another as I walked quietly toward the royal family. I made eye contact with Maxon, who was the picture of calm. Was that his years of discipline or true happiness coming through? His face was reassuring, but I was certain he could see the anxiety in my gaze. I saw my open spot for the olive branch and curtsied before placing my offering at the king’s feet, deliberately looking at anything in the room other than him.


  As soon as I was in my place, the music came to a perfectly calculated stop. King Clarkson walked forward, standing on the edge of his stage, the circle of branches at his feet.


  “Ladies and gentlemen of Illéa, today the final four beautiful young women of the Selection come before us all to present themselves to the law. Our great laws are what hold our nation together, the foundation for the peace we’ve so long enjoyed.”


  Peace? I thought. Are you kidding?


  “One of these young ladies will stand before you soon, no longer a commoner, but a princess. And as a member of the royal family, it will be her job to hold on to what is right, not for her own benefit, but for yours.”


  . . . and how am I doing that now?


  “Please join me in applauding their humility in their submission to the law and their bravery in upholding it.”


  The king started clapping, and the room joined him. The applause continued as he stepped away, and I glanced down the row of girls. The only face I could really see was Kriss’s. She shrugged and gave me a half smile before facing forward again and raising herself to her full height.


  A guard by the door trumpeted into the room. “We call into the presence of His Majesty King Clarkson, Her Majesty Queen Amberly, and His Royal Highness Prince Maxon the criminal Jacob Digger.”


  Slowly, no doubt embarrassed by the spectacle, Jacob walked into the Great Room. His wrists were in handcuffs, and he flinched at the cameras’ lights and went skittishly to bow in front of Elise. I couldn’t see her very well without leaning too far forward, so I turned slightly and listened as she spoke the lines we all would in turn.


  “Jacob, what is your crime?” she asked. She projected her voice really well, much better than usual.


  “Theft, my lady,” he answered meekly.


  “And how long is your sentence?”


  “Twelve years, my lady.”


  Slowly, not drawing attention to herself, Kriss looked my way. With hardly a change in her expression, she questioned what was happening. I nodded.


  Small crimes of theft, we’d been told. If that was true, then this man would have been beaten in his town square, or, if he had been put in prison, it would have been for two or three years at the most. In two words, Jacob confirmed all my fears.


  Subtly, I turned my eyes toward the king. There was no mistaking his pleasure. Whoever this man was, he wasn’t just some thief. The king was delighting in his downfall.


  Elise stood and walked down to Jacob, placing her hand on his shoulder. He hadn’t truly looked her in the eye until that moment.


  “Go, faithful subject, and pay your debt to the king.” Her voice rang out in the quiet of the room.


  Jacob nodded his head. He looked at the king, and I could see he wanted to do something. He wanted to fight or make an accusation, but he didn’t. No doubt someone else would pay for any mistakes he made today. Jacob stood and exited the room as the audience applauded.


  The next man had difficulty moving. As he turned to make his way down the carpet toward Celeste, he doubled over and fell. A collective gasp came from the room, but before he could garner too much sympathy, two guards came and walked him to Celeste. To her credit, her voice wasn’t as sure as it usually was as she ordered the man to pay his debt.


  Kriss looked as steady as ever until her criminal got closer. He was younger, probably around our age, and his steps were steady, almost determined. When he turned up the carpet to Kriss, I saw a tattoo on his neck. It looked like a cross, though it seemed as if whoever had done it messed up a bit.


  Kriss delivered her lines well. Anyone who didn’t know her wouldn’t be able to read the hint of regret in her voice. The room applauded, and she sat back down, her smile only slightly less bright than it usually was.


  The guard yelled out the name Adam Carver, and I realized it was my turn. Adam, Adam, Adam. I needed to remember his name. Because I had to do this now, right? The other girls had. Maxon might forgive me if I failed, and the king would never like me either way; but I would certainly lose the queen, and that backed me into a corner. If I wanted a chance at all, I needed to deliver.


  Adam was older, maybe my dad’s age, and there was something wrong with his leg. He didn’t fall, but it took him so long to reach me that it made the whole thing that much worse. I just wanted it to be done.


  As Adam knelt in front of me, I focused on the few lines I needed to deliver.


  “Adam, what is your crime?” I asked.


  “Theft, my lady.”


  “And how long is your sentence?”


  Adam cleared his throat. “Life,” he squeaked out.


  Around the room, murmurs began as people were sure they hadn’t heard that right.


  Though I hated to deviate from my lines, I too needed confirmation. “How long did you say?”


  “Life, my lady.” It was apparent in Adam’s voice that he was on the verge of tears.


  I peeked over at Maxon. He looked uncomfortable. Wordlessly, I pleaded for help. His eyes conveyed how sorry he was that he couldn’t guide me.


  As I was about to focus again on Adam, my eyes flickered to the king, who had quickly shifted his weight. I watched him run his hand across his mouth in an effort to hide his smile.


  He’d set me up.


  Perhaps he suspected I would hate this part of the Selection and planned to do what he could to make me look disobedient. But even if I went through with it, what kind of person was I to put a man in prison forever? No one would love me now.


  “Adam,” I said softly. He looked up at me, tears threatening to fall at any moment. I noticed quickly that every whisper in the room ceased. “How much did you steal?”


  People were trying to hear, but it was impossible.


  He swallowed and darted his eyes toward the king. “Some clothes for my girls.”


  I spoke quickly. “But this isn’t about that, is it?”


  In a gesture so minute I almost missed it, Adam shook his head once.


  So I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t do it. But I had to do something.


  The idea hit me so quickly, and I was positive it was our only way out. I wasn’t sure if it would gain Adam his freedom, and I tried not to think of how sad it would make me. It was simply right, and I had to do it.


  I stood and made my way to Adam, touching him on his shoulder. He winced, waiting for me to tell him he was going to prison.


  “Stand up,” I said.


  Adam looked at me, confusion in his eyes.


  “Please,” I said, and took one of his cuffed hands to pull him along.


  Adam walked with me up the aisle, to the raised area where the royal family sat. When we got to the stairs, I turned to him and sighed.


  I took off one of the beautiful earrings that Maxon had given me, then the other. I placed both in Adam’s hands; and he stood there, dumbstruck, as my beautiful bracelet followed. And then—because, if I was truly going to do this, I wanted to give everything—I reached behind my neck and unclasped my songbird necklace, the one my dad had given me. I hoped he was watching and not hating me for giving his gift away. Once I dropped it into Adam’s hand, I curled his fingers around the treasures, then stepped to the side so that he was standing directly in front of King Clarkson.


  I pointed toward the thrones. “Go, faithful subject, and pay your debt to the king.”


  There were gasps and murmurs around the room, but I ignored them. All I could see was the sour expression on the king’s face. If he wanted to play a game with my character, then I was prepared to answer in turn.


  Adam slowly climbed the steps, and I could see both the joy and fear in his eyes. As he approached the king, he fell to his knees and held out his hands, full of jewels.


  King Clarkson shot me a glance, letting me know this wouldn’t be the end of it, but then reached out and took the jewelry out of Adam’s hands.


  The crowd erupted, but when I looked back, the other girls had mixed reactions on their faces. Adam backed away from the king quickly, perhaps afraid he’d change his mind. My hope was that, with so many cameras going and so many people writing articles about this, someone would follow up and make sure he made it home. When Adam got back to my level, he tried to hug me, even with the handcuffs on. He cried and blessed me, and went from the room looking like the happiest soul on earth.


  CHAPTER 20


  THE ROYAL FAMILY EXITED OUT the side door, and the other Elite and I left the way we’d come as the cameras and guests filmed and applauded.


  Silvia’s eyes when we came out the doorway were positively deadly. It looked like it was taking every last bit of strength she had to keep from throttling me. She led us around the corner to a small parlor.


  “In,” she ordered, as if anything more would push her past the brink. She shut the doors, not bothering to join us.


  “Do you always have to be the center of attention?” Elise snapped.


  “I didn’t do anything except what I tried to ask you to do. You were the one who didn’t believe me!”


  “You act like such a saint. They were criminals. We weren’t doing anything a magistrate wouldn’t do; we just did it in pretty dresses.”


  “Elise, did you see those men? Some of them were sick. And the sentences for their crimes were way too long,” I implored.


  “She’s right,” Kriss said. “Life for theft? Unless he carted the palace away, what could he have possibly taken to deserve that?”


  “Nothing,” I vowed. “He took clothes for his family. Look, you guys are lucky. You were born into better castes. If you’re in the lower ones, and you lose your main provider . . . things don’t go well. I couldn’t send him to jail for life and at the same time sentence his family to becoming Eights. I couldn’t.”


  “Where is your pride, America?” Elise begged. “Where is your sense of duty or honor? You’re just a girl; you aren’t even the princess. And if you were, you wouldn’t be allowed to make decisions like that. You are here to follow the king’s rules, and you have never done that! Not even from the first night!”


  “Maybe the rules are wrong!” I screamed, at perhaps the worst time possible.


  The doors were flung open, and King Clarkson stormed in while Queen Amberly and Maxon stood in the hall. He grabbed my arm, hard—thankfully not my injured one—and dragged me out of the room.


  “Where are you taking me?” I asked, fear making my breath come out in short bursts.


  He didn’t answer.


  I looked over my shoulder at the girls as the king pulled me down the hall. Celeste wrapped her arms around herself, and Elise reached for Kriss’s hand. For as upset as she was, Elise didn’t seem happy to see me go.


  “Clarkson, don’t act in haste,” the queen urged quietly.


  We rounded a corner, and I was forced into a room. The queen and Maxon filed in behind us as the king shoved me toward a small couch.


  “Sit,” he commanded unnecessarily. He paced the floor, a lion in a cage. When he stopped, he faced Maxon.


  “You swore!” he bellowed. “You said she was under control. First the outburst on the Report, then you nearly get yourself killed on the roof, and now this? It ends today, Maxon.”


  “Father, did you hear the cheers? People appreciate her sympathy. She’s your greatest asset right now.”


  “I beg your pardon?” His voice was an iceberg, slow and deadly.


  Maxon paused a moment at the chill but continued. “When she suggested that people defend themselves, the public responded positively. I daresay the reason more people aren’t dead is because of her. And this? Father, I couldn’t put a man in jail for life over what was supposed to be a petty crime. How can you expect that from someone who’s probably seen more than her fair share of friends beaten for less? She’s refreshing. The majority of the population is in the lower castes, and they relate to her.”


  The king shook his head and started walking again. “I let her stay because she kept you alive. You are my most valuable asset, not her. If we lose you, we lose everything. And I don’t just mean through death. If you aren’t committed to this life, if you lose your focus, this will all fall apart.” He waved his arms at the wide room, letting the silence hang.


  “You’re being brainwashed,” the king accused. “You change a little every day. These girls, this one more than the others, are all useless.”


  “Clarkson, perhaps—” He silenced the queen with a look, and whatever her opinion was fell away.


  The king turned back to Maxon. “I have a proposition for you.”


  “I’m not interested,” he shot back.


  King Clarkson raised his arms in front of him, gesturing that he meant no harm. “Hear me out.”


  Maxon sighed.


  “These girls have been disastrous. Even the Asian’s connections have done nothing for me. The Two is too concerned with fame; and the other, well, she’s not entirely hopeless but not good enough, if you ask me. This one,” he said, pointing at me, “whatever value she’s had has been completely overshadowed by her inability to contain herself.


  “This has all gone terribly wrong. And I know you. I know you’re afraid of missing something, so this is my thought.”


  I watched the king walk around Maxon. “Let’s call this off. Let’s get rid of all the girls.”


  Maxon opened his mouth to protest, but the king held up a hand. “I’m not suggesting you stay single. I’m simply saying that we still have the entries of all the eligible girls in the country sitting around somewhere. Wouldn’t it be nice if you got to handpick a few girls to come to the palace? Maybe find one who looks like the French king’s daughter; remember how fond you were of her?”


  I lowered my eyes. Maxon had never mentioned a French girl.


  It genuinely felt as if someone took a chisel and chipped a crack in my heart.


  “Father, I couldn’t.”


  “Oh, but you could. You’re the prince. And I think we’ve had enough outbursts that we could deem this lot unfit. You could have a real choice this time.”


  I looked up again. Maxon’s eyes were focused on the floor. I could see he was struggling.


  “This might even appease the rebels temporarily. Think of that!” the king added. “If we send these girls home, wait a few months like we’re calling off the Selection, and then bring in a new group of lovely, educated, pleasant women . . . that could change a lot of things.”


  Maxon tried to say something but only closed his mouth again.


  “Either way, you should ask yourself if that,” he said, pointing to me again, “is someone you could really spend your life with. Dramatic, selfish, money hungry, and, to be quite honest, very plain. Look at her, son.”


  Maxon’s eyes darted down to mine, holding them for a second before I had to turn away from humiliation.


  “I’ll give you a few days. For now there’s the press to deal with. Amberly.”


  The queen scurried over, placing her arm through the king’s, leaving us alone and speechless.


  After a short pause, Maxon came to help me stand up.


  “Thanks.”


  Maxon only nodded. “I should probably go with them. No doubt they’ll have questions for me as well.”


  “That’s a pretty nice offer,” I commented.


  “Maybe the most generous one he’s ever made.”


  I didn’t want to know if he was seriously considering this. There was nothing else to say, so I made my way past him, taking the back route to my room, hoping to outrun everything I was feeling.


  My maids informed me that dinner would be on our own tonight, and when I couldn’t be bothered to communicate with them, they graciously excused themselves. I lay on my bed, lost in my thoughts.


  I’d done the right thing today, hadn’t I? I believed in justice, but the Convicting wasn’t justice. Still, I kept wondering if I’d actually accomplished anything. If that man was an enemy to the king somehow, which I had to believe he was, then surely he would be punished in some other way. Was it all for nothing?


  And as frivolous as it was when I considered everything else going on, I couldn’t stop thinking about this French girl. Why hadn’t Maxon mentioned her? Was she here a lot? Why would he keep her a secret?


  I heard the knock and assumed it was my food, even though it seemed a little early.


  “Come in,” I called, not wanting to get out of bed.


  The door opened, and Celeste’s dark hair swished into view.


  “In the mood for some company?” she asked. Kriss peeked in behind her, and I saw the edge of Elise’s arm hiding in the back.


  I sat up. “Sure.”


  They ambled in, leaving the door open. Celeste, still shocking me every time she smiled so genuinely, climbed into my bed without even asking. Not that I minded. Kriss followed, sitting closer to my feet, and Elise balanced on the edge, ever the lady.


  Kriss quietly asked what I was sure they were all wondering. “Did he hurt you?”


  “No.” Then I realized that wasn’t entirely true. “He didn’t hit me or anything; he just pulled me away a little too roughly.”


  “What did he say?” Elise fiddled with a piece of her dress as she spoke.


  “He’s not happy with my outburst. If it was the king choosing, I’d be long gone by now.”


  Celeste touched my arm. “But he’s not. Maxon’s fond of you, and so are the people.”


  “I don’t know if that’s enough.” For any of us, I added in my head.


  “Sorry I yelled at you,” Elise said quietly. “It’s frustrating. I try so hard to keep cool and confident, but I feel like nothing I do matters. You all outshine me.”


  “That’s not true,” Kriss argued. “At this point, we all mean something to Maxon. We wouldn’t be here otherwise.”


  “He’s afraid to get to the final three,” Elise countered. “He’s supposed to choose within, what, four days when it’s down to three? He’s holding on to me to keep from making that decision.”


  “Who’s to say he’s not holding on to me?” Celeste suggested.


  “Listen,” I said, “after today I’ll probably be going home next. It was bound to happen sooner or later. I’m just not cut out for this.”


  Kriss giggled. “None of us is an Amberly, are we?”


  “I like shocking people too much,” Celeste said with a smile.


  “And I’d rather hide than do half the things she has to.” Elise ducked her head.


  “I’m too wild.” I shrugged my shoulders, embracing my faults.


  “I’ll never have her confidence,” Kriss mourned.


  “So there. We’re all messed up. But Maxon has to pick one of us, so there’s no point worrying anymore.” Celeste toyed with the blanket. “But I think we can all agree that any of you would be a better choice than me.”


  After a heavy silence, Kriss spoke up. “What do you mean?”


  Celeste looked across at her. “You know. Everyone does.” She took a deep breath and continued. “I’ve kind of already had this discussion with America, and I broke down to my maids the other day, but I’ve never actually apologized to you two.”


  Kriss and Elise looked at each other briefly before focusing again on Celeste.


  “Kriss, I ruined your birthday party,” she blurted. “You were the only one who’s been able to celebrate in the palace, and I took that moment from you. I’m so sorry.”


  Kriss shrugged. “It turned out okay in the end. Maxon and I had a great talk because of you. I forgave you a long time ago.”


  Celeste actually looked like she might cry, but she pushed her lips together into a tight smile. “That’s generous considering I’m having a hard time forgiving myself.” Celeste dabbed at her lashes. “I just didn’t know how to hold his attention, so I stole it from you.”


  Kriss took a deep breath. “It felt awful at the time, but it really is all right. I’m fine. At least it wasn’t like with Anna.”


  Celeste rolled her eyes shamefully. “Don’t even get me started. Sometimes I wonder how far she would have made it if I hadn’t . . .” She shook her head before moving her gaze to Elise. “I don’t know how you could ever excuse all the things I’ve done to you. Even the ones you don’t know were me.”


  Elise, ever poised, didn’t explode like I might have in her place. “You mean the glass in my shoes, the ruined gowns hanging in my closet, the bleach in my shampoo?”


  “Bleach!” I gasped, finding confirmation in Celeste’s tired face.


  Elise nodded. “I missed a morning in the Women’s Room so my maids could dye it back.” She turned from me to Celeste. “I knew it was you,” she confessed calmly.


  Celeste hung her head, absolutely mortified. “You didn’t speak, you barely did anything. In my eyes, you were the easiest target, and I was shocked you never broke.”


  “I would never dishonor my family by quitting,” Elise said. I loved her conviction, even if I didn’t completely understand it.


  “They should be proud of everything you’ve endured. If my parents had any idea how low I’ve sunk . . . I don’t know what they’d say. If Maxon’s parents knew, I’m sure they’d have kicked me out by now. I’m not fit for this.” She breathed out, struggling to confess.


  I leaned forward, putting my hands on hers. “I think this change of heart would prove otherwise, Celeste.”


  She tilted her head and gave me a sad smile. “All the same, I don’t think he wants me. Even if he did,” she added, pulling her hands from mine to tidy up her eye makeup, “someone recently reminded me that I don’t need a man to get what I want out of life.”


  We shared a grin before she turned back to Elise.


  “I can never begin to apologize for everything I’ve done to you, but I need you to know how sincerely I regret it. I’m sorry, Elise.”


  Elise didn’t waver, staring Celeste down. I braced myself for her vicious words now that Celeste was finally at her mercy.


  “I could tell him. America and Kriss would be my witnesses, and Maxon would have to send you home.”


  Celeste swallowed. How humiliating it would be to leave like that!


  “I won’t though,” Elise said, finally. “I would never force Maxon’s hand, and win or lose, I want to do it with integrity. So let’s move forward.”


  It wasn’t an actual statement of forgiveness, but it was above and beyond what Celeste was expecting. It was all she could do to keep herself together as she nodded and whispered her thanks to Elise.


  “Wow,” Kriss said, attempting to change the subject, “I mean, I didn’t want to tell on you either, Celeste, but . . . I didn’t think about honor being behind that choice.” Kriss turned to Elise, thinking over the words.


  “It’s always on my mind,” Elise confessed. “I have to hold on to it however I can, especially since I’ll be an embarrassment to my family if I don’t win.”


  “How is it your fault if he’s the one doing the choosing?” Kriss asked, shifting her weight and settling back in. “How would that make you an embarrassment?”


  Elise turned in more, moving from one worry to another. “Because of the arranged-marriage thing. The best girls get the best men and vice versa. Maxon is the height of perfection. If I lose, it means that I wasn’t good enough. My family won’t think about the feelings behind his choice, which is what I’m sure he’ll judge by. They’ll look at it logically. My breeding, my talents—I was raised to be worthy of the best, so if I’m not, then who will have me when I leave?”


  I’d thought about how my life would change if I won or lost a million times, but I’d never considered what it would mean for the others. After everything with Celeste, I really should have.


  Kriss put a hand on Elise’s. “Almost all the girls who went home are already engaged to wonderful men. To be a part of the Selection at all makes you a prize. And you made it to the top four of the Elite at the very least. Trust me, Elise, guys will be lined up around the block for you.”


  Elise smiled. “I don’t need a line. I just need one.”


  “Well, I need a line,” Celeste said, making us all chuckle, even Elise.


  “I’d like a handful,” Kriss said. “A line does sound overwhelming.”


  They looked at me. “One.”


  “You’re nuts,” Celeste decided.


  We talked for a while about Maxon, about home, about our hopes. We’d never really spoken like this, without any kind of wall between us. Kriss and I had been working on it, trying to be honest and upfront about the competition; but now that we could just talk about life, I could tell that our relationships would survive the palace. Elise was a surprise, but the fact that her perspective came from such a different place than mine made me think on a deeper level, opening me up.


  And the bombshell: Celeste. If someone had told me that the brunette in the heels who walked over so menacingly that first day in the airport would be the girl I was happiest to have settled next to me at this very moment, I would have laughed in their face. The thought was almost as unbelievable as the fact that I was still here, one of the last girls and very heartbroken about how close I was to losing Maxon.


  As we spoke, I could see her being accepted by the others as fully as she was now by me. She even looked different with the weight of her secrets cast off from her. Celeste had been raised to be a specific kind of pretty. That beauty depended on covering things up, shifting the light, and seeking to be perfect at all times. But there is a different kind of beauty that comes with humility and honesty, and she was glowing with it now.


  Maxon must have walked up very quietly, because I had no idea how long he had been standing at the door, watching us. It was Elise who saw his figure on the edge of my room and stiffened first.


  “Your Majesty,” she said, bowing her head.


  We all looked over, sure we’d misheard her.


  “Ladies.” He nodded his head back at us. “I didn’t mean to interrupt. I think I just ruined something here.”


  We looked at one another, and I felt sure I wasn’t the only one thinking, No, you made something really amazing.


  “Everything’s fine,” I said.


  “Again, I’m sorry to intrude, but I need to speak to America. Alone.”


  Celeste sighed and started moving, looking back to wink at me before she stood. Elise rose quickly, and Kriss followed, giving my leg a little squeeze as she hopped off the bed. Elise gave Maxon a curtsy as she left, while Kriss paused to straighten his lapel. Celeste walked up, as strong as I’d ever seen her, and whispered something into Maxon’s ear.


  When she was done, he smiled. “I don’t think that will be necessary.”


  “Good.” She left, closing the door behind her, and I stood to take whatever was coming.


  “What was that about?” I asked, nodding toward the door.


  “Oh, Celeste was making it clear that if I hurt you, she’d make me cry,” he said with a smile.


  I laughed. “I’ve been on the receiving end of those nails, so be careful there.”


  “Yes, ma’am.”


  I took in a breath, letting my smile fade. “So?”


  “So?”


  “Are you going to do it?”


  Maxon grinned and shook his head. “No. It was an intriguing thought for a moment, but I don’t want to start over. I like my imperfect girls.” He shrugged, his face content. “Besides, Father doesn’t know about August, or what the Northern rebels’ goals are, or any of that. His solutions are shortsighted. Jumping ship now would be just that.”


  I sighed in relief. I’d hoped that Maxon cared about me enough not to let me go, but after sitting with the girls, I didn’t want to see that happen to them either.


  “Besides,” he added, seeming pleased, “you should have seen the press.”


  “Why? What happened?” I begged, moving closer.


  “They were impressed with you once again. I don’t think even I quite understand the mood of the country right now. It’s as if . . . it’s as if they know things could be different. The way he governs the country is the same way he governs me. He feels no one is capable of making the right decisions but him, so he forces his opinions on people. And, after reading Gregory’s diaries, it sounds like it’s been that way for a while.


  “But no one wants that anymore. People want a choice.” Maxon shook his head. “You’re terrifying to him, but he can’t expel you. They adore you, America.”


  I swallowed. “Adore?”


  He nodded. “And . . . I feel similarly. So, no matter what he says or does, don’t lose faith. This isn’t over.”


  I placed my fingers on my lips, shocked by the news. The Selection would continue, the girls and I still had our chance, and, based on Maxon’s report, the people were approving of me more and more.


  But for all the good news, one thing was still pressing on me.


  I looked down at the blanket, almost afraid to ask. “I know this will sound stupid . . . but who’s the French king’s daughter?”


  Maxon was silent for a moment before he sat down on the bed. “Her name is Daphne. Before the Selection, she was the only girl I really knew.”


  “And?”


  He huffed out a soundless laugh. “And a little late in the game I discovered her feelings for me went a little bit deeper than friendship. But I didn’t return those feelings. I couldn’t.”


  “Was there something wrong with her or—”


  “America, no.” Maxon reached for my hand, forcing me to look at him. “Daphne is my friend. That’s all she ever could be. I spent my life waiting for you, for all of you. This was my chance to find a wife, and I’ve known that for as long as I can remember. Romantically, my interactions with Daphne were nonexistent. I’d never have thought to mention her name to you, and I’m certain the only reason Father did was to give you yet another opportunity to doubt yourself.”


  I bit my lip. The king knew my weaknesses too well.


  “I watch you do it, America. You compare yourself to my mother, to the other Elite, to a version of yourself you think you ought to be, and now you’re about to do the same thing with a person you didn’t know existed until a few hours ago.”


  It was true. I was already wondering if she was prettier than me, smarter than me, and if she said Maxon’s name with a ridiculously flirtatious accent.


  “America,” he said, cupping my face in his hand. “If she had mattered, I would have told you. The same way you would with me.”


  My stomach turned. I hadn’t been completely honest with Maxon. But with his eyes right there, staring so deeply into mine, it was easy to dismiss all that. I could forget about everything surrounding us when he looked at me like that. And so I did.


  I fell into Maxon’s arms, holding him tightly. There was no place in the world I wanted to be more.


  CHAPTER 21


  CELESTE HAD BECOME THE CHAMPION of our newfound sisterhood. It was her idea to drag all our maids and a bunch of big mirrors down to the Women’s Room and essentially spend the day making one another over. There wasn’t much point, seeing as there was no way any of us could do a better job than the palace staff, but it was fun all the same.


  Kriss held the ends of my hair across my forehead. “Have you ever considered getting bangs?”


  “A couple of times,” I admitted, fluffing the fringe hanging just above my eyes. “But my sister usually ends up annoyed with hers, so I change my mind.”


  “I think you’d look cute,” Kriss said enthusiastically. “I cut some for my cousin once. I could do yours if you want.”


  “Yeah,” Celeste chimed in. “Let her near your face with scissors, America. Great idea.”


  We all burst into laughter. I even noticed a tiny giggle from the other end of the room. I glanced over to see the queen pursing her lips together tightly as she attempted to read the file in front of her. I was worried she’d find all this a bit improper, but, honestly, I wasn’t sure I’d ever seen her so happy.


  “We should take pictures!” Elise said.


  “Anyone got a camera?” Celeste asked. “I’m a pro at this.”


  “Maxon does!” Kriss shouted. “Come here for a minute,” she said to a maid, waving her over encouragingly.


  “Hold on,” I said, grabbing some paper. “Okay, okay. ‘Your Highest of Highnesses, the ladies of the Elite require, immediately, the least fancy of your cameras for . . .’”


  Kriss giggled, and Celeste shook her head.


  “Oh! A study in feminine diplomacy,” Elise added.


  “Is that a real thing?” Kriss asked.


  Celeste tossed her hair. “Who cares?”


  Maybe twenty minutes later, Maxon knocked on the door and pushed it open an inch. “Can I come in?”


  Kriss ran over. “No. We just want the camera.” And she snatched it from his hand and closed the door in his face.


  Celeste fell on the floor, laughing.


  “What are you doing in there?” he called. But we were all too busy doubling over to answer.


  There were lots of poses behind the shrubs and a thousand kisses blown, and Celeste showed us all how to “find the light.”


  As Kriss and Elise lay down on the couch and Celeste climbed above them to snap more photos, I looked over and saw the satisfied smile on the queen’s face. It felt wrong that she wasn’t a part of this. I snatched up one of the brushes and walked over to her.


  “Hello, Lady America,” she greeted.


  “Could I brush your hair?”


  Several emotions played across her face, but she only nodded and spoke quietly. “Of course.”


  I walked behind her and picked up a handful of her absolutely gorgeous hair. I raked the brush down again and again, watching the other girls as I did so.


  “It does my heart good to see you all getting along,” she commented.


  “Me, too. I like them.” I was quiet for a while. “I’m sorry about the Convicting. I know I shouldn’t have done that. I just . . .”


  “I know, dear. You explained it all beforehand. It’s a difficult task. And you did seem to have a sickly bunch.”


  I realized then how out of the loop she was. Or maybe she simply chose to believe the best about her husband at all costs.


  As if she could read my thoughts, she spoke. “I know you think Clarkson’s harsh, but he’s a good man. You have no idea how stressful it is to be in his shoes. We all deal with it in our own ways. He has a temper sometimes; I need lots of rest; Maxon jokes it off.”


  “He does, doesn’t he?” I said, laughing.


  “The question is, how would you handle it?” She turned her head. “I think your passion is one of your best features. If you could learn to control it, you could be a wonderful princess.”


  I nodded. “I’m sorry I let you down.”


  “No, no, dear,” she said, turning forward. “I see potential in you. I worked in a factory when I was your age. I was dirty and hungry, and sometimes I was angry. But I had an undying crush on the prince of Illéa, and when I got the chance to make him my own, I learned to check those feelings. There’s a lot to be done from here, but it might not happen the way you want it to. You need to learn to accept that, okay?”


  “Yes, Mom,” I joked.


  She looked back at me, her face like stone.


  “I mean, ma’am. Ma’am.”


  Her eyes started glistening, and she blinked a few times, turning forward again. “If it ends as I suspect it will, Mom will be just fine.”


  And then it was my turn to blink back the tears. It wasn’t like I was ever going to replace my mother; but it felt special to be accepted, with all my flaws, by the mother of the person I might marry.


  Celeste turned and saw us, and she ran over. “You’re so cute! Smile.”


  I leaned down, wrapping my arms around Queen Amberly, and she reached up to touch my hands. After that, we all took turns crowding around her, getting her to finally make one silly face for the camera. The maids helped take pictures so we could all be in some together; and, by the end of it, I could easily say that was my best day in the palace. I didn’t know if that would hold though. Christmas was right around the corner.


  My maids were fixing my hair after Elise’s last terrible attempt at an up-do when there was a knock on the door.


  Mary rushed to answer it, and a guard whose name I didn’t know came into the room. I’d seen him around a lot, almost exclusively at the king’s side.


  My maids curtsied as he walked closer, and I was more than a little anxious when he stopped in front of me.


  “Lady America, the king requires your presence at once,” he said coolly.


  “Is anything wrong?” I asked, stalling.


  “The king will answer your questions.”


  I swallowed. Every awful thing ran through my head. My family was in danger. The king had found a way to punish me quietly for all the ways I’d wronged him. He’d discovered we’d sneaked out of the palace. Or, perhaps worst of all, someone had figured out my connection to Aspen, and we were both about to pay for it.


  I tried to shake the fear out of my system. I didn’t want any of it to show in front of King Clarkson.


  “I’ll follow you then.” I stood and started walking behind the guard, giving one last glance to the girls as I left. When I saw the worry on their faces, I wished I hadn’t.


  We went down the hall and started up the stairs to the third floor. I didn’t quite know what to do with my hands, and I kept touching my hair or my dress or lacing my fingers together.


  When we were about halfway down the hall, I saw Maxon, and that helped. He paused just outside a room, waiting for me. There was no concern in his eyes, but he was better at hiding his fear than I was.


  “What’s this about?” I whispered.


  “Your guess is as good as mine.”


  The guard took his place outside the door as Maxon escorted me inside. In the wide room, there were shelves of books along one wall. On easels, several maps were set up. There were at least three separate ones of Illéa, with markers in different colors. At a wide desk, the king sat with a piece of paper in his hand.


  As he noticed Maxon and me enter the room, the king straightened.


  “What exactly have you done with the Italian princess?” King Clarkson demanded, staring at me.


  I froze. The money. I’d forgotten all about that. Conspiring to sell weapons to people he viewed as enemies was worse than any of the other scenarios for which I’d been preparing.


  “I’m not sure what you mean,” I lied, looking to Maxon. Even though he knew everything, he remained calm.


  “We have been trying to make an alliance with the Italians for decades, and all of a sudden the royal family is quite interested in having us visit. However”—the king picked up the letter, searching for a specific section—“ah, here. ‘While it would be more than an honor to have Your Majesty and your family grace us with your company, we hope that Lady America will also be able to visit with you. After meeting all the Elite, we can’t imagine anyone following in the queen’s footsteps quite like her.’”


  The king raised his eyes back to me. “What have you done?”


  Realizing I’d dodged something huge, I relaxed marginally. “All I’ve done was try to be polite toward the princess and her mother when they’ve visited. I didn’t know she liked me so much.”


  King Clarkson rolled his eyes. “You’re subversive. I’ve been watching you, and you’re here for something; and it sure as hell isn’t him.”


  Maxon turned to me at those words. I wished I hadn’t seen the flicker of doubt in his eyes. I shook my head. “That’s not true!”


  “Then how did a girl of no means, no connections, and no power manage to get this country within the reach of something it’s been trying to achieve for years? How?”


  In my heart, I knew that there were factors here that he was oblivious to. But it was Nicoletta who had offered assistance to me, who had asked if she could do anything for a cause she wanted to support. If he’d accused me of something that was actually my fault, his rising voice would have been frightening. As it was, he came across like a child.


  In response, I spoke quietly. “You were the ones who assigned us to entertain your foreign guests. I never would have met any of those women otherwise. And she’s the one who wrote, inviting me to come. I didn’t beg for a trip to Italy. Maybe if you were simply more welcoming, you’d have had your alliance with Italy years ago.”


  He stood forcefully. “Watch. Your. Mouth.”


  Maxon put an arm around me. “Perhaps it’s best you left, America.”


  I happily started moving, keen to be anywhere the king wasn’t. But that was not what King Clarkson had in mind.


  “Stop. I have more,” he insisted. “This changes things. We can’t reset the Selection and risk upsetting the Italians. They have a lot of influence. If we can get them, they’ll open a lot of doors for us.”


  Maxon nodded, not upset at all. He had already made the choice to keep us here, but we had to play along and let the king think he was in control.


  “We’ll simply have to draw out the Selection,” he concluded. My heart plummeted. “We have to give the Italians time to accept the other options as viable without offending them. Perhaps we should schedule a trip over there soon, give everyone an opportunity to shine.”


  He looked so pleased with himself, so proud of his solution. I wondered how far he would go. Prep Celeste, maybe. Or arrange for some private time with Kriss and Nicoletta. I wouldn’t put it past him to make me look bad deliberately, the way he had tried to in the Convicting. If he went to all the lengths he could without openly incriminating himself, I wasn’t sure I had much of a chance.


  And forget the political side of it. More time meant more opportunities to embarrass myself.


  “Father, I’m not sure that would help,” Maxon interjected. “The Italian ladies have already met all the candidates. If they’re showing a preference for America, it must have come from something they like in her that wasn’t visible in the others. You can’t simply make that exist.”


  The king looked at Maxon, venom in his eyes. “Are you declaring your choice right now then? Is the Selection over?”


  My pulse stopped altogether.


  “No,” Maxon answered, as if the very thought was ridiculous. “I’m just not sure what you’re suggesting is the right course.”


  King Clarkson propped his chin on his hand, looking back and forth between Maxon and me, staring at us like some equation he couldn’t solve.


  “She has yet to prove herself trustworthy. Until that time, you cannot choose her.” The king’s face was unyielding.


  “And how do you suggest she does that?” Maxon countered. “What exactly do you need in order to be satisfied?”


  The king raised his eyebrows, seeming amused at his son’s questions. After a moment of consideration, he pulled a small file out of his drawer.


  “Even excluding your recent stunt on the Report, there seems to be a bit of unrest these days between the castes. I’ve been wanting to find a way to . . . aid in soothing the opinions of the moment; but it occurred to me that someone as fresh and young and, dare I say, popular as you are might do better at this than I would.”


  Pushing the file across the desk, he continued. “It seems the people follow your tunes. Perhaps you would sing one of mine for them.”


  I opened the folder and read the papers. “What is this?”


  “Just some service announcements we’ll be making soon. We know, of course, the caste makeup of each province and all the communities within them, so we’ll be sending specific ones to certain areas. Encouraging them.”


  “What is it, America?” Maxon asked, confused by his father’s words.


  “They’re like . . . commercials,” I answered. “Advertisements to be happy with your own caste, not to associate closely with those outside it.”


  “Father, what’s this about?”


  The king leaned back in his chair, relaxing. “It’s nothing serious. I’m merely trying to quell the unrest. If I don’t do it, you’ll have an uprising on your hands by the time I pass down the crown.”


  “How so?”


  “The lower castes tend to get unruly from time to time—it’s natural. But we have to subdue the anger and squash the ideas of usurping power quickly, before they unite and undo our great nation.”


  Maxon stared at his father, still not fully comprehending his words. If Aspen hadn’t clued me in to sympathizers, I might have been the same way. The king was planning to divide and conquer: make the castes absurdly grateful for what they had—even if they were being treated like they didn’t matter—and tell them not to associate with those outside of their castes, for they certainly wouldn’t understand the plight of anyone outside their own.


  “This is propaganda,” I spat, remembering the word from Dad’s tattered history book.


  The king tried to soothe me. “No, no. It’s a suggestion. It’s reinforcement. It’s a way of looking at the world that will keep our country happy.”


  “Happy? So you want me to tell some Seven that . . .”—I hunted for the words on the sheet—“‘your task is possibly the greatest of our nation. You toil with your body and build the very roads and buildings that make our land.’” I searched for more. “‘No Two or Three could equal your talent, so turn your eyes away from them on the street. No need to speak with those who may rank higher than you by caste but are beneath you in your contribution.’”


  Maxon turned from me to his father. “Surely, that will alienate our people.”


  “On the contrary. It will help settle them into their places and make them feel that the palace has their best interests at heart.”


  “Do you?” I shot.


  “Of course I do!” the king yelled.


  His outburst made me take a few steps back.


  “People need to be led by the bit, with blinders on like horses. If you do not guide their steps, they run astray, straight into what’s worst for them. You may not like these little speeches, but they’ll do more, save more, than you know.”


  My heart was still slowing as he finished speaking, and I stood silently with the papers in my hands.


  I knew he was worried. Every time he got a report of something happening beyond his control, he crushed it. He lumped all change together, calling it treason before inspecting it. His answer this time was to have me do what Gregory did and isolate his people.


  “I can’t say it,” I whispered.


  He responded calmly. “Then you cannot marry my son.”


  “Father!”


  King Clarkson held up a hand. “We’re at that point, Maxon. I’ve let you have your way, and now we must negotiate. If you want this girl to stay, then she must be obedient. If she cannot follow through with the simplest of tasks, my only conclusion is that she doesn’t love you. If that’s the case, I can’t see why you would want her in the first place.”


  I locked eyes with the king, hating him for putting the thought in Maxon’s head.


  “Do you? Do you love him at all?”


  This wasn’t how I was going to say it. Not at the end of an ultimatum, not for business.


  The king tilted his head. “How sad, Maxon. She needs to think about it.”


  Do not cry. Do not cry.


  “I’ll give you some time to find out where you stand. If you won’t do this, then rules be damned, I’ll be kicking you out by Christmas Day. What a special gift that will be for your parents.”


  Three days.


  He smiled. I set the folder on his desk and left, trying not to break into a run. All I needed was another excuse for him to say I was flawed.


  “America!” Maxon yelled. “Stop!”


  I kept walking until he grabbed me by the wrist, forcing me to pause.


  “What the hell was that?” he demanded.


  “He’s insane!” I was on the verge of tears, but I held them in. If the king came out and saw me that way, I’d never live it down.


  Maxon shook his head. “Not him. You. Why didn’t you agree to do it?”


  I looked at him, gob-smacked. “It’s a trick, Maxon. Everything he’s doing is a trick.”


  “If you had said yes, I would have ended this now.”


  Incredulous, I fired back. “Two seconds before, you had the chance to end it and didn’t. How is this my fault?”


  “Because,” he answered, his whole demeanor urgent, “you are denying me your love. It’s the only thing I’ve wanted in this entire competition, and you still hold back. I keep waiting for you to say it, and you won’t. If you couldn’t say it out loud in front of him, fine. But if you had simply agreed, that would have been good enough for me.”


  “And why would I when, for as far as we’ve come, he could still push me out? While I’m humiliated over and over again, and you stand by? That’s not love, Maxon. You don’t even know what love is.”


  “The hell I don’t! Do you have any idea what I’ve been through—”


  “Maxon, you were the one who said you wanted to stop arguing. So stop giving me reasons to argue with you!”


  I stormed away. What was I still doing here? I kept torturing myself for someone who had no idea what it meant to be faithful to one person. And he never would, because his whole concept of romance revolved around the Selection. He wouldn’t ever understand.


  As I was about to hit the stairwell, I was whipped back again. Maxon held me tightly, both of his hands gripping my arms. Surely he could see how furious I still was, but in the seconds that had passed, his demeanor had shifted completely.


  “I’m not him,” he said.


  “What?” I demanded, trying to free myself.


  “America, stop.” I huffed and quit struggling. Without any other options, I looked into Maxon’s eyes. “I’m not him, all right?”


  “I don’t know what you mean.”


  He sighed. “I know that you spent years pouring yourself into another person who you thought was going to love you forever; and when he was faced with the realities of the world, he abandoned you.” I froze, taking in his words. “I’m not him, America. I have no intentions of giving up on you.”


  I shook my head. “You can’t see it, Maxon. He might have let me down, but at least I knew him. After all this time, I still feel like there’s a gap between us. The Selection has forced you to hand over your affection in slices. I’ll never really have all of you. None of us will.”


  When I shrugged myself free this time, he didn’t fight me.


  CHAPTER 22


  I DIDN’T REMEMBER MUCH OF the Report. I sat on my pedestal, thinking as every second passed that I was that much closer to being sent home. Then it dawned on me that staying wasn’t much better. If I caved and read those horrible messages, the king would win. Maybe Maxon did love me, but if he wasn’t man enough to say it out loud, then how could he ever protect me from the most frightening thing in my life: his father.


  I would always be bending to King Clarkson’s will; and for all the support Maxon had from the Northern rebels, behind these walls, he would be alone.


  I was angry at Maxon, and I was angry at his father, and I was angry at the Selection and everything that came with it. All the frustration knotted itself around my heart to the point where it made no sense, and I wished more than anything that I could talk to the girls about what was going on.


  That wasn’t possible though. It wouldn’t make anything better for me, and it would only make things worse for them. Sooner or later, I’d have to face my concerns by myself.


  I peeked to my left, looking down the row of the Elite. I realized that whoever stayed would have to face this without the rest of us. The pressures the public would set on us, demanding to be a part of our lives, as well as the commands of the king, ever seeking to use anyone within reach as a tool in his plans—all on the shoulders of one girl.


  I tentatively reached out for Celeste’s hand, fingers brushing against hers. The second she felt them, she took hold, looking into my eyes with concern.


  What’s wrong? she mouthed.


  I shrugged.


  And so she just held my hand.


  After a minute, she seemed to get a little sad, too. While the men in suits prattled on, she stretched out, reaching for Kriss’s hand. Kriss didn’t question it, and it took her only seconds to extend her hand for Elise’s.


  And there we were, in the background of it all, holding on to one another. The Perfectionist, the Sweetheart, the Diva . . . and me.


  I spent the next morning in the Women’s Room, being as obedient as I could. Several of the extended family members were in town, ready to spend Christmas Day in style. Tonight there was supposed to be a magnificent dinner and carol singing. Typically Christmas Eve was one of my favorite times of the year, but I felt too unsettled to even get excited.


  There was a fantastic meal that I didn’t taste and beautiful gifts from the public that I barely saw. I was crushed.


  As the relatives started getting tipsy on eggnog, I slipped away, not up to pretending to be jolly. By the end of the night, I’d either have to agree to do King Clarkson’s ridiculous commercials or let him send me home. I needed to think.


  Back in my room, I sent my maids away and sat at my table, considering. I didn’t want to do this. I didn’t want to tell the people to be satisfied with what they had, even if it was nothing. I didn’t want to discourage people from helping one another. I didn’t want to eliminate the possibility of more, to be the face and voice of a campaign that said, “Be still. Let the king run your life. That’s the best you can hope for.”


  But . . . didn’t I love Maxon?


  A second later, a knock came at the door. I reluctantly went to answer it, dreading King Clarkson’s cold eyes as he followed through on his ultimatum.


  I opened the door to Maxon. He stood there wordlessly.


  And all my anger made sense. I wanted everything from him and everything for him, because I wanted every piece of him. It was infuriating that everyone had to have their hands on this—the girls, his parents, even Aspen. So many conditions and opinions and obligations surrounded us, and I hated Maxon because they came with him.


  And I loved him even so.


  I was about to agree to do those awful announcements when he quietly held out his hand.


  “Come with me?”


  “Okay.”


  I closed the door behind me and followed Maxon down the hall.


  “You have a point,” he started. “I am afraid to show all of you every piece of me. You get some, Kriss gets others, and so on. And I’ve based that on what feels appropriate for each of you. With you, I always like coming to you, to your room. It’s as if I’m stepping into a bit of your world, and if I do that enough, I can get all of you. Does that make sense?”


  “Kind of,” I said as we turned up the stairs.


  “But that’s not really fair, or even accurate. You explained to me once that these are our rooms, not yours. Anyway, I thought it was time I show you another piece of my world, maybe the last one where you’re concerned.”


  “Oh?”


  He nodded as we stopped in front of a door. “My room.”


  “Really?”


  “Only Kriss has seen it, and that was a bit of an impulse. I’m not unhappy I showed her, but I feel as if it pushed things forward quickly. You know how private I can be.”


  “I do.”


  He wrapped his fingers around the handle. “I’ve wanted to share this with you, and I think it’s well past the time. It’s not exactly something special, but it’s mine. So, I don’t know, I just want you to see it.”


  “Okay.” I could tell he was feeling bashful, like maybe he’d built it up to be a bigger deal than it was, or maybe he’d regret showing me at all.


  He took a deep breath and opened the door, letting me walk in first.


  It was huge. The paneling was dark, some wood I wasn’t familiar with lining the whole space. On the far wall, a wide fireplace stood, waiting to be used. The whole thing must have been for show since it never seemed to get cold enough here to justify a fire.


  His bathroom door was cracked open, and I could see a porcelain tub on the elaborately tiled floor. He had his own collection of books and a table near the fireplace that looked like it was intended for dining rather than work. I wondered how many lonely meals he’d had here. Near the doors that opened to his private balcony, a glass case full of guns sat, perfectly lined up. I’d forgotten his love of hunting.


  His bed, also made from a dark wood, was massive. I wanted to go and touch it, to see if it felt as good as it looked.


  “Maxon, you could fit a football team in there,” I teased.


  “Tried it once. Not as comfortable as you’d think.”


  I turned to swat at him, glad to see him in a playful mood. It was then, looking past his smiling face, that I saw the pictures. I inhaled sharply, taking in the beautiful display behind him.


  On the wall by Maxon’s door was a vast collage, wide enough to be wallpaper for my room back home. There didn’t appear to be any sort of order to it, just image upon image piled up for him to enjoy.


  I could see photos that surely had to have been taken by him, because they were of the palace, which was where he was almost all the time. Close-ups of tapestries, shots of the ceiling he must have lain flat on the carpet to get, and so many pictures of the gardens. There were others, maybe of places he hoped to see or had at least visited. I saw an ocean so blue it didn’t seem possible. There were a few bridges, and one of a wall-like structure that looked like it went on for miles.


  But above all this, I saw my face a dozen times over. There was the picture of me that was taken for my Selection application, and the one of Maxon and me taken for the magazine when I wore that sash. We seemed happy there, as if it was all a game. I’d never seen that photo, or the one from the article on Halloween. I remembered Maxon standing behind me while we looked at designs for my costume. While I’m staring at the sketch, Maxon’s eyes are slightly turned toward me.


  Then there were the photos he took. One of me shocked when the king and queen of Swendway visited and he’d quickly yelled out “Smile.” One of me sitting on the set for the Report, laughing at Marlee. He must have been hiding behind the blinding lights, stealing little images of us when we were all just being ourselves. And there was another one of me in the night, standing on my balcony and looking at the moon.


  The other girls were in them, too, the remaining ones more than the others; but every once in a while I’d see Anna’s eyes peek out from under a landscape or Marlee’s smile hiding in a corner. And though they were just taken, pictures of Kriss and Celeste posing in the Women’s Room were up there, too, next to Elise pretending to faint on a couch and me with my arms wrapped around his mother.


  “Maxon,” I breathed. “It’s beautiful.”


  “You like it?”


  “I’m in awe of it. How many of these did you take?”


  “Nearly all of them, but ones like this,” he said, pointing to one of the pictures used in the magazines, “I asked for.” He pointed again. “I took this one in the very southern part of Honduragua. I used to think it was interesting, but now it makes me sad.”


  The image was of some pipes spilling smoke into the sky. “I used to look at the air, but now I remember how much I hated the smell of it. And people live in that all the time. I was so self-absorbed.”


  “Where is this?” I asked, pointing to the long brick wall.


  “New Asia. It used to be to the north of what was the Chinese border. They called it the Great Wall. I hear it was once quite spectacular, but now it’s mostly gone. It runs less than halfway through the middle of New Asia. That’s how much they’ve expanded.”


  “Wow.”


  Maxon put his hands behind his back. “I was really hoping you would like it.”


  “I do. So much. I want you to make me one.”


  “You do?”


  “Yes. Or teach me to. I can’t even tell you how often I wished I could catch snippets of my life and hold on to them like this. I have a few torn pictures of my family and the new one with my sister’s baby, but that’s all. I’ve never even thought of keeping a journal or writing things down. . . . I feel like you make so much more sense now.”


  This was the center of who he was. I could feel the things that were permanent, such as his constant confinement in the palace and the brief bits of traveling. But there were also elements that shifted. The girls and I were on the wall so much because we’d taken over his world. Even as we left, we weren’t really gone.


  I stepped over and laced an arm behind his back. He did the same to me, and we stood there quietly for a minute, taking it all in. And then something that should have been obvious the whole time suddenly came to me.


  “Maxon?”


  “Yes?”


  “If things were different and you weren’t the prince, and you could pick what you did for a living, would this be it?” I pointed to the collage.


  “Taking pictures, you mean?”


  “Yes.”


  He barely needed a second to think. “Absolutely. For art or even just family portraits. I’d do advertising, pretty much whatever I could. I’m very passionate about it. I think you can see that though.”


  “I can.” I smiled, happy with this knowledge.


  “Why do you ask?”


  “It’s just . . .” I moved to look at him. “You’d be a Five.”


  Maxon slowly took in my words, and he smiled quietly. “That makes me happy.”


  “Me, too.”


  Suddenly, decisively, Maxon faced me, taking my hands in his.


  “Say it, America. Please. Tell me you love me, that you want to be mine alone.”


  “I can’t be yours alone with all the other girls here.”


  “And I can’t send them home until I’m sure of your feelings.”


  “And I can’t give you what you want while I know that tomorrow you could be doing this with Kriss.”


  “Doing what with Kriss? She’s already seen my room, I told you.”


  “Not that. Just pulling her away, making her feel like . . .”


  He waited. “How?” he whispered.


  “Like she’s the only one who matters. She’s crazy about you. She’s told me so. And I don’t think it’s one-sided.”


  He sighed, searching for the words. “I can’t tell you she means nothing. I can tell you that you mean more.”


  “How am I supposed to be sure of that if you can’t send her home?”


  A devilish smirk came to his face. He moved his lips to my ear. “I can think of a few other ways to show you how you make me feel,” he whispered.


  I swallowed, both frightened and hopeful he’d say more. His body was now up against mine, his hand low on my back, holding me to him. The other hand pushed my hair off my neck. I trembled as he ran his open lips over a tiny patch of skin, his breath so very tempting.


  It was as if I forgot how to use my limbs. I couldn’t hold on to him or think of how to move. But Maxon took care of that, backing me up a few steps so I was pressed against his collection of pictures.


  “I want you, America,” he murmured into my ear. “I want you to be mine alone. And I want to give you everything.” His lips kissed their way across my cheek, stopping at the corner of my mouth. “I want to give you things you didn’t know you wanted. I want”—he breathed into me—“so desperately to—”


  A loud knock came at the door.


  I was so lost in Maxon’s touch and words and scent that the sound was jarring. We both turned toward the door, but Maxon quickly put his lips back on mine.


  “Don’t move. I fully intend to finish this conversation.” He kissed me slowly, then pulled away.


  I stood there gasping for air. I told myself this was probably a bad idea, to let him kiss me into a confession. But, I reasoned, if there was ever a way to cave, this was it.


  He opened the door, shielding me from the visitor. I ran my hands through my hair, trying to pull myself together.


  “Sorry, Your Majesty,” someone said. “We’re looking for Lady America, and her maids said she would be with you.”


  I wondered how my maids had guessed, but I was pleased they seemed so in tune with me. Maxon’s brow furrowed as he looked toward me and opened the door all the way to allow the guard to walk through. He came in, and his eyes had the air of inspecting me, like he was double-checking. Once he was satisfied, he leaned over Maxon’s shoulder and whispered something.


  Maxon’s shoulders slumped, and he brought his hand to his eyes as if he was unable to deal with the news.


  “Are you all right?” I asked, not wanting him to suffer alone.


  He turned toward me, sympathy in his face. “I’m so sorry, America. I hate to be the one to tell you this. Your father has died.”


  I didn’t quite understand the words for a minute. But no matter how I arranged them in my head, they all led to the same unthinkable conclusion.


  And then the room tilted, and Maxon’s expression became urgent. The last thing I felt was Maxon’s arms keeping me from hitting the floor.


  CHAPTER 23


  “—UNDERSTAND. SHE’LL WANT TO VISIT her family.”


  “If she does, it can only be for a day at the most. I don’t approve of her, but the people are fond of her, not to mention the Italians. It would be very inconvenient if she died.”


  I opened my eyes. I was on my bed, but not under my covers. I saw out of the corner of my eye that Mary was in the room with me.


  The shouting voices were muted, and I realized that was because they were just outside my door.


  “That won’t be enough. She loved her father dearly; she’ll want time,” Maxon argued.


  I heard something like a fist hitting a wall, and Mary and I both jumped at the sound. “Fine,” the king huffed. “Four days. That’s it.”


  “What if she decides not to come back? Even though this wasn’t rebel caused, she might want to stay.”


  “If she’s dumb enough to want that, then good riddance. She was supposed to give me an answer about those announcements anyway, and if she’s not willing, then she can stay home.”


  “She said she would. She told me earlier tonight,” Maxon lied. But he knew, didn’t he?


  “About time. As soon as she returns, we’ll get her in the studio. I want this done by the New Year.” His tone was irritated, even as he got what he wanted.


  There was a pause before Maxon dared to speak. “I want to go with her.”


  “Like hell you will!” King Clarkson yelled.


  “We’re down to four, Father. That girl might be my wife. Am I supposed to send her alone?”


  “Yes! If she dies, it’s one thing. If you die, it’s a whole other issue. You’re staying here!”


  I thought the fist hitting the wall this time was Maxon’s. “I am not a commodity! And neither are they! I wish for once you would look at me and see a person.”


  The door opened quickly, and Maxon came in. “I’m so sorry,” he said, walking over and sitting on the bed. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”


  “Is it real?”


  “Yes, darling. He’s gone.” He gently took my hand, looking pained. “There was a problem with his heart.”


  I sat up and threw myself into Maxon’s arms. He held me tightly, letting me weep into his shoulder.


  “Daddy,” I cried. “Daddy.”


  “Hush, darling. It’ll be all right,” Maxon soothed. “You’ll fly out tomorrow morning to go pay your respects.”


  “I didn’t get to say good-bye. I didn’t . . .”


  “America, listen to me. Your father loved you. He was proud you’d done so well. He wouldn’t hold this against you.”


  I nodded, knowing he was right. Practically everything my dad had told me since I’d come here was about how proud he was.


  “This is what you need to do, okay?” he instructed, wiping tears off my cheeks. “You need to sleep as best as you can. You’ll fly out tomorrow and stay at home for four days with your family. I wanted to get you more time, but Father is quite insistent.”


  “It’s okay.”


  “Your maids are making an appropriate dress for the funeral, and they’ll pack everything you need. You’re going to have to take one of them with you, and a few guards. Speaking of which,” he said, standing to acknowledge the figure standing in the open door. “Officer Leger, thank you for coming.”


  “Not at all, Your Majesty. I apologize for being out of uniform, sir.”


  Maxon reached out and shook Aspen’s hand. “Least of my concerns right now. I’m sure you know why you’re here.”


  “I do.” Aspen turned to me. “I’m very sorry for your loss, miss.”


  “Thank you,” I mumbled.


  “With the elevated rebel activity, we’re all concerned about Lady America’s safety,” Maxon started. “We’ve already had some local officers dispatched to her home and to the sites being used over the next few days, and there are still palace-trained guards there, of course. But with her actually in the house, I think we should send more.”


  “Absolutely, Your Majesty.”


  “And you’re familiar with the area?”


  “Very, sir.”


  “Good. You’ll be heading up the team going with her. Pick whomever you like, between six and eight guards.”


  Aspen raised his eyebrows.


  “I know,” Maxon conceded. “We’re stretched tight right now, but at least three of the palace guards we’ve sent to her house have already abandoned their posts. And I want her to be as safe as, if not safer than, she is here.”


  “I’ll take care of it, sir.”


  “Excellent. There will also be a maid going with her; watch her as well.” He turned to me. “Do you know who you want to go?”


  I shrugged, unable to think straight.


  Aspen spoke on my behalf. “If I may, I know Anne is your head maid, but I remember Lucy getting along well with your sister and mother. Maybe it would be good for them to see a friendly face right now.”


  I nodded. “Lucy.”


  “Very good,” Maxon said. “Officer, you don’t have much time. You’ll be leaving after breakfast.”


  “I’ll get to work, sir. See you in the morning, miss,” Aspen said. I could tell he was having a hard time keeping his distance, and, in that moment, I wanted nothing more than for him to comfort me. Aspen really knew my dad, and I wanted someone who understood him like I did to miss him with me.


  Once Aspen left, Maxon came to sit with me again.


  “One more thing before I go.” He reached for my hands, holding them tenderly. “Sometimes when you’re upset, you tend to be impulsive.” He looked at me, and I actually smiled a little at the accusing look in his eyes. “Try to be sensible while you’re away. I need you to take care of yourself.”


  I rubbed the back of his hands with my thumbs. “I will. I promise.”


  “Thank you.” A sense of peace encircled us, the way it did sometimes. Even though my world would never be the same now, for that moment, with Maxon holding me, the loss didn’t ache so much.


  He leaned his head toward mine until our foreheads touched. I heard him draw in a breath as if he might say something and then change his mind. After a few seconds, he did it again. Finally, Maxon leaned back and shook his head and kissed my cheek. “Stay safe.”


  Then he left me alone in my sadness.


  It was cold in Carolina, the humidity from the ocean coming inland and making the chill in the air damp. Secretly, I’d hoped for snow, but it didn’t happen. I felt guilty for wanting anything at all.


  Christmas Day. I’d spent the last few weeks imagining it several different ways. I thought maybe I’d be here, eliminated and home. We’d all be around our tree, dejected that I wasn’t a princess but blissfully happy to be together. I’d also considered opening gifts under the massive tree at the palace, eating myself sick, and laughing with the other girls and Maxon, for one day every corner of the competition suspended to celebrate.


  Never could I have imagined I’d be bracing myself for the task of putting my father in the ground.


  As the car pulled up to my street, I started to see the masses. Though people ought to be home with their families, they instead crowded outside in the cold. I realized they were hoping to catch a glimpse of me, and I felt a little sick. People pointed as we passed, and some local news crews took footage.


  The car stopped in front of my house, and the people waiting started cheering. I didn’t understand. Didn’t they know why I was here? I walked up the cracked sidewalk with Lucy by my side and six guards surrounding us. No chance was being taken.


  “Lady America!” people called.


  “Can I have your autograph?” someone screamed, and others joined in.


  I kept moving, looking ahead. For once, I felt I could excuse myself from being theirs. I lifted my head to the lights hanging off the roof. Dad did that. Who was going to take them down?


  Aspen, at the head of my entourage, knocked on the front door and waited. Another guard came to answer and he and Aspen spoke quickly before we were allowed inside. It was hard to get all of us down the hall, but once the space opened into the living room, I immediately felt something . . . wrong.


  This wasn’t home anymore.


  I told myself I was crazy. Of course this was home. It was just the unfamiliarity of how this was unfolding. Everyone was here, even Kota. But Dad was gone, so it was only natural that it wouldn’t seem quite right. And Kenna was holding a baby who I’d never seen in real life before. I’d have to get used to that.


  And while Mom was in an apron and Gerad was in his pajamas, I was dressed for dinner at the palace: hair up, sapphires on my ears, and layers of luxurious fabrics draping to my heeled shoes. It felt as if I wasn’t welcome for a moment.


  But May hopped to her feet and ran to hug me, crying into my shoulder. I held her back. I remembered that this might be a strange adjustment, but this was the only place I could be right now. I had to be with my family.


  “America,” Kenna said, standing with her child in her arms. “You look so beautiful.”


  “Thanks,” I muttered, embarrassed.


  She gave me a one-armed hug, and I peeked into the blankets at my sleeping niece. Astra’s little face was serene as she slept, and every few seconds she’d unclench her tiny fist or fidget just a bit. She was breathtaking.


  Aspen cleared his throat. “Mrs. Singer, I’m very sorry for your loss.”


  Mom gave him a tired smile. “Thank you.”


  “I’m sorry we’re not here under better circumstances, but with Lady America home, we’re going to have to be quite diligent about security,” he said, a ring of authority in his voice. “We’re going to have to ask everyone to stay in this house. I know it’ll be tight, but it’s only for a few days. And the guards have been provided an apartment nearby so we can rotate easily. We’re going to try to be as out of the way as possible.


  “James, Kenna, Kota, we’re prepared to leave for your homes to pick up your necessities whenever you’re ready to go. If you need some time to make a list, that’s fine. We’re on your schedule.”


  I smiled a little, happy to see Aspen this way. He’d grown so much.


  “I can’t stay away from my studio,” Kota said. “I have deadlines. There are pieces due.”


  Aspen, still professional, answered him. “Any materials you need can come to the studio here.” He pointed toward our converted garage. “We’ll make as many trips as necessary.”


  Kota crossed his arms and mumbled. “That place is a dump.”


  “Fine,” Aspen said firmly. “The choice is yours. You can either work in the dump, or you can risk your life at your apartment.”


  The tension in the air was awkward, and very unnecessary at the moment. I decided to break it. “May, you can sleep with me. Kenna and James can have your room.”


  They nodded.


  “Lucy,” I whispered. “I want you near us. You might have to sleep on the floor, but I want you close by.”


  She stood a bit taller. “I wouldn’t be anywhere else, miss.”


  “Where am I supposed to sleep?” Kota demanded.


  “With me,” Gerad offered, though he didn’t seem excited about it.


  “Absolutely not!” Kota scoffed. “I’m not sleeping on a bunk bed with a child.”


  “Kota!” I said, stepping away from my sisters and Lucy. “You can sleep on the couch or in the garage or in the tree house for all I care; but if you don’t check your attitude, I’ll send you back to your apartment right now! Have some gratitude for the security you’ve been offered. Need I remind you that tomorrow we’re burying our father? Either stop the bickering or go home.” I turned on my heel and headed down the hall. Without checking, I knew Lucy was right behind me, suitcase in hand.


  I opened the door to my room, waiting for her to come in with me. Once her skirts swished past the frame, I slammed it shut, heaving a sigh.


  “Was that too much?” I asked.


  “It was perfect!” she replied with delight. “You might as well be the princess already, miss. You’re ready for it.”


  CHAPTER 24


  THE NEXT DAY PASSED IN a blur of black dresses and hugs. Lots of people I’d never even seen before came to Dad’s funeral. I wondered if I just didn’t know all his friends or if they were here because I was.


  A local pastor gave the service, but for security reasons, the family was asked not to stand and speak. There was a reception, far more elaborate than anything we could have ever hoped for. Though no one told me so, I was sure Silvia or some other palace employee had a hand in making this as easy for us and as beautiful as possible. For safety, it was short, but that was fine with me. I wanted to let him go as painlessly as I could.


  Aspen stayed near me at all times, and I was grateful for his presence. I couldn’t have trusted anyone with my life as I could him.


  “I haven’t cried since I left the palace,” I said. “I thought I’d be a wreck.”


  “It hits at funny times,” he replied. “I fell apart for a few days after my father died, before I realized I had to get it together for everyone else’s sake. But sometimes when something would happen and I’d want to tell my dad about it, the whole thing would hit me in the chest again, and I’d break down.”


  “So . . . I’m normal?”


  He smiled. “You’re normal.”


  “I don’t know a lot of these people.”


  “They’re all local. We checked identification. It’s probably a bit higher of a number because of who you are, but I think your dad made a painting for the Hampshires, and I saw him speaking to Mr. Clippings and Albert Hammers in the market area more than once. It’s hard to know everything about people close to you, even the people you love the most.”


  I sensed there was something more in that sentence, something I was supposed to respond to. I just couldn’t right now.


  “We need to get used to this,” he said.


  “To what? Everything feeling awful?”


  “No,” he answered, shaking his head. “Nothing is the same anymore. Everything that ever made sense is shifting.”


  I laughed humorlessly. “It is, isn’t it?”


  “We’ve got to stop being afraid of the change.” He looked at me, eyes pleading. I couldn’t help but wonder what change he meant.


  “I’ll confront the change. But not today.” I walked away, embracing more strangers, trying to comprehend that I couldn’t talk to my dad anymore about how confused I was feeling.


  After the funeral, we tried to keep the spirits up. There were presents left over from Christmas to open since no one had been in the mood for a big gift-giving spree. Gerad was given special permission to play ball in the house, and Mom spent most of the afternoon next to Kenna, holding Astra. Kota was beyond pleasing, so we let him go off into the studio without bothering to check up on him. It was May I worried about the most. She kept saying her hands wanted to work, but she didn’t want to go into the studio and not see Dad there.


  In an inspired moment, I pulled her and Lucy into my room for some playtime. Lucy was a willing subject as May brushed out her hair, giggling as the makeup brushes tickled her cheeks.


  “You do this to me every day!” I complained lightly.


  May really had a talent for arranging hair, her artist’s eyes ready to work with any medium. While May wore one of the maid uniforms even though it was too big for her, we put dress after dress on Lucy. We settled on a blue one, long and delicate, pinning it in the back so it fit.


  “Shoes!” May cried, running to find a matching pair.


  “My feet are too wide,” Lucy complained.


  “Nonsense,” May insisted, and Lucy obediently sat on the bed while May tried the most bizarre forms of shoe application on the planet.


  Lucy’s feet really were too big, but with every attempt she laughed herself into a stupor at May’s antics, and I was doubled over watching it all. We were so loud, it was only a matter of time until someone came to see what was going on.


  After three quick knocks, I heard Aspen’s voice through the door. “Is everything all right in there, miss?”


  I ran over and opened the door wide. “Officer Leger, look at our masterpiece.” I gave a wide sweep of my arm toward Lucy, and May pulled her up, her poor bare feet hidden under the dress.


  Aspen looked at May in her baggy uniform and laughed and then took in Lucy, looking like a princess. “An amazing transformation,” he said, grinning from ear to ear.


  “Okay, I think we should put your hair all the way up now,” May insisted.


  Lucy rolled her eyes jokingly toward Aspen and me and let May drag her back to the mirror.


  “Was this your idea?” he asked quietly.


  “Yes. May looked so lost. I had to distract her.”


  “She looks better. And Lucy looks happy, too.”


  “It does as much for me as it does for them. It feels like, if we can do things that are silly or even just typical, I’ll be okay.”


  “You will be. It’ll take time, but you’ll be okay.”


  I nodded. But then I started thinking about Dad again, and I didn’t want to cry now. I took a deep breath and moved on.


  “It seems wrong that I’m the lowest caste left in the Selection,” I whispered back to him. “Look at Lucy. She’s as pretty and sweet and smart as half of the girls who were in that pool of thirty-five, but this is the best she’ll ever have. A few hours in a borrowed dress. It’s not right.”


  Aspen shook his head. “I’ve gotten to know all your maids pretty well over the last few months, and she’s a really special girl.”


  Suddenly a promise I’d made came back to me.


  “Speaking of my maids, I need to talk to you about something,” I said, dropping my voice.


  Aspen stiffened. “Oh?”


  “I know this is awkward, but I need to say it all the same.”


  He swallowed. “Okay.”


  I bashfully looked him in the eye. “Would you ever consider Anne?”


  His expression was strange, as if he was simultaneously relieved and amused. “Anne?” he whispered incredulously. “Why her?”


  “I think she likes you. And she’s a really sweet girl,” I said, trying to hide the depth of Anne’s feelings but build her up at the same time.


  He shook his head. “I know you want me to think about the possibility of other people, but she’s not at all the kind of girl I’d want to be with. She’s so . . . rigid.”


  I shrugged. “I thought Maxon was like that until I got to know him. Besides, I think she’s had it rough.”


  “So? Lucy’s had it rough, and look at her,” he said, nodding his head toward her laughing reflection.


  I took a guess. “Did she tell you how she ended up at the palace?”


  He nodded. “I’ve always hated the castes, Mer; you know that. But I’d never heard of them being manipulated that way, to acquire slaves.”


  I sighed, looking over at May and Lucy, this stolen moment of joy in the middle of sorrow.


  “Prepare yourself for words you thought you’d never hear,” Aspen warned, and I looked up at him, waiting. “I’m actually really glad Maxon met you.”


  I coughed out something close to a laugh.


  “I know, I know,” he said, rolling his eyes but smiling. “But I don’t think he would have ever stopped to wonder about the lower castes if it wasn’t for you. I think just you being there has changed things.”


  We looked at each other for a moment. I remembered our conversation in the tree house, when he urged me to sign up for the Selection, hoping I’d have a chance for something better. I didn’t know yet if I’d gotten something better for myself—it was still hard to tell—but the thought of maybe giving something better to everyone else in Illéa . . . that possibility meant more to me than I could say.


  “I’m proud of you, America,” Aspen said, looking from me to the girls by the mirror. “Really proud.” He moved into the hallway, back to his rounds. “Your father would be, too.”


  CHAPTER 25


  THE NEXT DAY WAS ANOTHER sentence of house arrest. From time to time, I’d hear the floor creak, and I’d turn my head, thinking that Dad would walk out of the garage, paint in his hair like always. But knowing that wasn’t going to happen didn’t feel as bad when I could hear May’s voice or smell Astra’s baby powder. The house felt full, and that was enough for now—its own kind of comfort.


  I’d decided Lucy shouldn’t wear her uniform while she was here, and after a little protesting, I wiggled her into some of my old clothes that were too small for me but too big for May. Since Mom was busy distracting herself by cooking and serving everyone and I’d decided to tone down my look to sit around the house, Lucy’s main job was to play with May and Gerad, a task she took on happily.


  We were all gathered in the living room, busying ourselves in our own ways. I had a book in hand, and Kota was hogging the television, reminding me of Celeste. I smiled, betting she was doing exactly that now.


  Lucy, May, and Gerad were playing a card game on the floor, each one laughing when they won a round. Kenna was propped up against James on the couch, and baby Astra was finishing a bottle in his arms. It was easy to see the exhaustion in his face, but also the absolute pride in his beautiful wife and daughter.


  It was almost as if nothing had changed. Then I’d see Aspen out of the corner of my eye in his uniform, standing watch over us, and remember that, in reality, nothing would ever be the same.


  I heard Mom sniffling before I saw her coming down the hall. I turned my head and watched her walk toward us, holding a handful of envelopes.


  “How are you feeling, Mom?” I asked.


  “I’m fine. I just can’t believe he’s gone.” She swallowed, forcing herself not to cry again.


  It was strange. There had been so many times when I had doubted Mom’s devotion to Dad. I’d never caught the glimpses of affection between them that I’d seen in other couples. Even Aspen, when everything was on the verge of being real but still very much a secret, showed me he loved me more than Mom did Dad.


  But I could tell that this was more than the worry of raising May and Gerad alone getting to her, or stress over money. Her husband was gone, and nothing would ever make that right.


  “Kota, could you turn off the TV for a minute? And Lucy, honey, could you take May and Gerad into America’s room? I have some things to discuss with the others,” she said quietly.


  “Of course, ma’am,” Lucy replied, and turned to May and Gerad. “Let’s go then.”


  May didn’t look happy about being excluded from whatever was going on, but she chose not to put up a fight. I wasn’t sure if it was because of Mom’s heavy demeanor or her love for Lucy, but either way I was glad.


  Once they were gone, Mom turned to the rest of us. “You know your father’s condition was something that ran in the family. I think he could tell he only had a little time left, because about three years ago, he sat down and started writing these letters to you, to all of you.” She looked down to the envelopes in her hands.


  “He made me promise that if anything ever happened, I’d give them to you. I have ones for May and Gerad, but I’m not sure they’re old enough. I haven’t read them or anything. They were meant for you, so . . . I thought this would be a nice time to read them. This is Kenna’s,” she said, handing over a letter. “Kota.” He sat up straighter and took his. Mom walked over to me. “And America.”


  I took my letter, unsure whether I wanted to open it or not. These were my last words from my father, the good-bye I thought I’d lost. I ran my hand over my name on the envelope, thinking of my father dashing the pen across it. He dotted the i in my name with some kind of squiggle. I smiled to myself, trying to guess what made him decide to do that and not caring at the same time. Maybe he knew I’d need to smile.


  But then I looked at it closer. That little mark had been added later. The ink on my name had mostly faded, but that scribble was darker, fresher than the rest.


  I flipped over the envelope. The seal had been broken and taped back together.


  I glanced over to Kenna and Kota, who were both diving into the words. They seemed engrossed, so they hadn’t known that these existed before this moment. That meant either Mom was lying and had read mine or Dad had opened this again.


  That was all it took for me to decide I had to know what he’d left for me. I carefully picked at the retaped seal and pulled open the envelope.


  There was a letter on faded paper and then a short, quick note on bright white paper. I wanted to read the short note, but I was afraid I wouldn’t understand it without reading the long one first. I pulled out the letter and took in Dad’s words in the sunlight by the window.


  
    America,


    My sweet girl. I’m having a hard time even starting this letter because I feel like there’s so much to tell you. Though I love all my children equally, you have a special place in my heart. Kenna and May both lean on your mother, Kota is so independent that Gerad is drawn to him, but you have always come to me. When you scraped your knees or were picked on by the upper kids, my arms were always the ones you wanted. It means the world to me to know that, at least for one of my children, I was their rock.


    But even if you didn’t love me the way that you do, without any sort of worry or restraint, I’d still be incredibly proud of you. You’re coming into your own as a musician, and the sounds of you playing your violin or just singing around the house are the loveliest, most soothing sounds in all the world. I wish I could give you a better stage, America. You deserve so much more than standing in the shadows at stuffy parties. I keep hoping you’ll be one of the lucky ones, the breakouts. I think Kota has a chance at it, too. He’s gifted at what he does. But I feel like Kota would fight for it, and I’m not sure you have that instinct in you. You were never a cutthroat kind of girl, the way some of the other lowers can be. And that’s part of why I love you, too.


    You’re good, America. You’d be surprised at how rare that is in this world. I’m not saying you’re perfect; having dealt with some of your temper tantrums, I know that’s far from the truth! But you’re kind, and you ache for things to be fair. You’re good, and I suspect you see things in this world that no one else sees, not even me.


    And I wish I could tell you how much I see.


    As I’ve been writing these letters to your brothers and sisters, I’ve felt the need to pass on wisdom. I see in them, even in little Gerad, the things in their personalities that could make every year more difficult if they don’t make the effort to fight against the hardness in life. I don’t quite feel that urge with you.


    I sense that you won’t let the world push you into a life you don’t want. Maybe I’m wrong, so let me at least say this: fight, America. You might not want to fight for the things that most others would fight for, like money or notoriety, but fight all the same. Whatever it is that you want, America, go after it with all that you have in you.


    If you can do that, if you can keep from letting fear make you settle for second best, then I can’t ask for anything more from you as a parent. Live your life. Be as happy as you can be, let go of the things that don’t matter, and fight.


    I love you, kitten. So much that I can’t find the words to say it. I could paint it maybe, but I can’t fit a canvas in this envelope. Even then it would never do you justice. I love you beyond paint, beyond melodies, beyond words. And I hope you will always feel that, even when I’m not around to tell you so.


    Love, Dad

  


  I wasn’t sure at what point I had started crying, but it was hard to make out the last of the letter. I wished so badly I’d had a chance to tell him I loved him the same way. And for a minute there, I could feel it, that warmth of absolute acceptance.


  I looked up and saw that Kenna was crying, too, still trying to make her way through the letter. Kota looked confused as he flipped past the pages, seeming to go over them again.


  Turning away, I pulled out the little note, hoping it wasn’t nearly as touching as his letter. I wasn’t sure I could take any more of that today.


  
    America,


    I’m sorry. When we visited, I went to your room and found Illéa’s diary. You didn’t tell me it was there; I just figured it out. If there’s any trouble from this, the blame is mine. And I’m sure there will be repercussions because of who I am and because of who I told. I hate to betray you that way, but trust that I did it hoping that your future and everyone else’s could be better.


    Look unto the North Star,


    Your everlasting guide.


    Let truth, honor, all that’s right,


    Be always by your side.


    Love you,


    Shalom

  


  I stood there for several minutes, trying to riddle this out. Repercussions? Who he was and who he had told? And what was with that poem?


  Slowly, August’s words came back to me, that my display on the Report wasn’t how they knew the diaries existed and how they knew more of what was inside than I’d exposed. . . .


  Who I am . . . who I told . . . look unto the North Star . . .


  I stared at Dad’s signature and remembered the way he signed the letters he’d sent me at the palace. I always thought the way he wrote his o’s looked funny. They were eight-point stars: North Stars.


  The scribble over the i in my name. Did he want it to mean something to me, too? Did it already mean something because we’d talked to August and Georgia?


  August and Georgia! His compass: eight points. The designs on her jacket weren’t flowers at all. Both different but absolutely stars. The boy Kriss got at the Convicting. That wasn’t a cross on his neck.


  This was how they identified their own.


  My father was a Northern rebel.


  I felt as if I’d seen the star in other places. Maybe walking in the market or even in the palace. Had this been staring me in the face for years?


  Stricken, I looked up; Aspen was waiting there, his eyes holding questions he couldn’t ask aloud.


  My dad was a rebel. A half-destroyed history book hidden in his room, friends at his funeral I knew nothing about . . . a daughter named America. If I’d paid attention at all, I would have seen it years ago.


  “That’s it?” Kota asked, sounding offended. “What the hell am I supposed to do with that?”


  I turned away from Aspen, focusing on Kota.


  “What’s wrong?” Mom asked, coming back into the room with some tea.


  “Dad’s letter. He left me this house. What am I supposed to do with this dump?” He stood up, gripping the pages in his hand.


  “Kota, Dad wrote that before you moved out,” Kenna explained, still emotional. “He was trying to provide for you.”


  “Well, he failed then, didn’t he? When have we ever not been hungry? This house sure as hell wouldn’t have changed things. I did that for myself.” Kota threw the papers across the room, and they flitted to the floor haphazardly.


  Running his fingers through his hair, he huffed out a sigh. “Do we have any liquor in this place? Aspen, go get me a drink,” he demanded, not even looking in Aspen’s direction.


  I turned and saw Aspen’s face as a thousand emotions flickered across it: irritation, sympathy, pride, acceptance. He started toward the kitchen.


  “Stop!” I commanded. Aspen paused.


  Kota looked up, frustrated. “That’s what he does, America.”


  “No, he doesn’t,” I spat. “You might have forgotten, but Aspen’s a Two now. It would do you better to get him something to drink. Not just for his status, but for everything he’s been doing for all of us.”


  A sly smirk fell across Kota’s face. “Huh. Does Maxon know? Does he know this is still going on?” he asked, waving a lazy finger between the two of us.


  My heart stopped beating.


  “What would he do, you think? The caning thing’s been done, and lots of people say that girl didn’t get it bad enough for what she did.” Kota placed his satisfied hands on his hips, staring us down.


  I couldn’t speak. Aspen didn’t either, and I wondered if our silence was helping us or condemning us.


  Finally Mom broke the silence. “Is it true?”


  I needed to think; I needed to find the right way to explain this. Or a way to fight it, because really, it wasn’t true . . . not anymore.


  “Aspen, go check on Lucy,” I said. He started walking until Kota protested.


  “No, he stays!”


  I lost it. “I say he goes! Now sit!”


  The tone in my voice, unlike anything I had ever heard before, startled everyone. Mom plopped down immediately, shocked. Aspen made his way down the hall, and Kota slowly, begrudgingly sat as well.


  I tried to focus.


  “Yes, before the Selection, I was dating Aspen. We were planning on telling everyone once we saved up the money to get married. Before I left, we broke it off, and then I met Maxon. I care about Maxon, and even though Aspen is with me a lot, nothing is happening there.” Anymore, I amended in my head.


  Then I turned to Kota. “If you think, even for a second, you can twist my past into something and try to blackmail me with it, think again. You once asked if I told Maxon about you, and I did. He knows exactly what a spineless, ungrateful jackass you are.”


  Kota pressed his lips together, ready to boil over. I spoke quickly.


  “And you should know that he adores me,” I said grandly. “If you think he’d take your word over mine, you might be surprised by how quickly my suggestion of putting a cane to your hands would happen if I chose to make it so. You want to test me?”


  He clenched his fists, clearly debating. If I was right and his hands got injured, that would be the end of his career.


  “Good,” I said. “And if I hear you say another unkind word about Dad, I might do it anyway. You were damn lucky to have a father who loved you so much. He left you the house, and he could have taken it away after you left, but he didn’t. He still had hope for you, which is more than I can say.”


  I stormed off, heading into my room and slamming the door. I’d forgotten that Gerad, May, Lucy, and Aspen would be waiting for me there.


  “You were dating Aspen?” May asked.


  I gasped.


  “You were a little loud,” Aspen said.


  I looked to Lucy. There were tears in her eyes. I didn’t want to make her keep another secret, and clearly it pained her to think about it. She was so honest and loyal, how could I ask her to choose between me and the family she was sworn to serve?


  “I’ll tell Maxon when we go back,” I said to Aspen. “I thought I was protecting you, I thought I was protecting myself, but all I’ve been doing is lying. And if Kota knows, then maybe other people do. I want to be the one to tell him.”


  CHAPTER 26


  I SPENT THE REST of the day hiding in my room. I didn’t want to see Kota’s accusing face or deal with Mom’s questions. The worst was Lucy. She looked so sad to find out that I’d kept this secret from her. I didn’t even want her serving me, and it seemed she was mostly fine with helping Mom however she could or playing with May.


  I had too much to think about to have her around anyway. I kept rehearsing my speech to Maxon. I was trying to figure out the best way to confess this news. Should I leave out anything Aspen and I had done at the palace? If I did and he asked about it, would that be worse than me admitting to it in the first place?


  And then I would get distracted thinking about Dad, wondering just what he’d said and done over the years. Were all those people I didn’t know at his funeral really other rebels? Could there possibly be that many?


  Should I tell Maxon about that? Would he want me if he knew my family had rebel ties? It seemed as if some of the other Elite were there because of who they were linked to. What if my link undid me? It seemed unlikely now that we were so close to August, but still.


  I wondered what Maxon was doing now. Working, maybe. Or finding a way to avoid it. I wasn’t there for him to take walks with or sit with. I wondered if Kriss was taking my place.


  I covered my eyes, trying to think. How was I supposed to get through all this?


  There was a knock on my door. I didn’t know if what was coming would make things better or worse, but I told the visitor to come in anyway.


  Kenna walked in, and, for the first time since I’d come home, Astra was nowhere in sight.


  “You okay?”


  I shook my head, and the tears came. She walked in and sat beside me on the bed, wrapping an arm around me.


  “I miss Dad. His letter was so . . .”


  “I know,” she said. “He hardly even spoke when he was here. But he left us with all these words. Part of me is glad. I don’t know if I would remember it all if he hadn’t written it down.”


  “Yeah.” In that I had the answer to a question I was afraid to ask. No one else knew Dad had been a rebel.


  “So . . . you and Aspen?”


  “It’s over, I swear.”


  “I believe you. When you’re on TV, you should see the way you look at Maxon. Even that other girl, Celeste?” She rolled her eyes.


  I smiled to myself.


  “She tries to look like she’s in love with him, but you can see it’s not real. Or at least not as real as she wishes it was.”


  I snorted. “You have no idea how right you are on that one.”


  “I was wondering how long that had been happening. With Aspen, I mean.”


  “Two years. It started after you got married and Kota moved out. We’d been meeting in the tree house about once a week. We were saving up to get married.”


  “You were in love then?”


  Shouldn’t I have been able to answer right away? Shouldn’t I have been able to tell her that I knew without a doubt that I’d loved Aspen? But now it didn’t really seem that way. Maybe it was, but time and distance made it look different.


  “I think so. But it doesn’t feel . . .”


  “It doesn’t feel like things with Maxon?” she guessed.


  I shook my head. “It just seems so strange now. For the longest time, Aspen was the only person I could imagine being with. I was ready to be a Six. And now?”


  “And now you’re five minutes away from being the next princess?” Her deadpan voice made the whole thing funny, and I laughed with her at the drastic change in my life.


  “Thanks for that.”


  “That’s what sisters are for.”


  I looked into her eyes and sensed that this hurt her somehow. “Sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”


  “You’re telling me now.”


  “It wasn’t because I didn’t trust you. It was part of what made it special, I think. Keeping him a secret.” Saying it out loud, I realized that it was true. Yes, I had feelings for him, but there were other things that surrounded us that made having Aspen that much sweeter: the secrecy, the rush of being touched, the thought of having something worth working toward.


  “I understand, America, I really do. I just hope you never felt like you had to keep it a secret. Because I’m here for you.”


  I exhaled, and so many of my worries seemed to leave with that breath. At least for a moment. I propped my head on Kenna’s shoulder, and it was nice to be able to think.


  “So, is anything going on between you and Aspen anymore? How does he feel about you?”


  I sighed, sitting up. “He keeps trying to tell me something, something about how he’s always loved me. And I know I should tell him that it doesn’t matter and that I love Maxon, but . . .”


  “But?”


  “What if Maxon picks someone else? I can’t walk away from this with nothing. At least if Aspen still thinks there’s a chance, maybe we could try again when everything’s over.”


  She stared at me. “You’re using Aspen as a safety net?”


  I buried my head in my hands. “I know, I know. It’s awful, isn’t it?”


  “America, you’re better than that. And if you’ve ever cared about him at all, you need to tell him the truth just as badly as you need to tell Maxon the truth.”


  A knock came at the door. “Come in.”


  I blushed a little as Aspen walked in the doorway, a dejected Lucy close behind.


  “You need to get dressed and packed,” he said.


  “Is something wrong?” I stood up, suddenly tense.


  “All I know is that Maxon wants you back at the palace immediately.”


  I sighed, confused. I was supposed to have one more day. Kenna wrapped her arm around me again and gave me a tiny squeeze before heading back to the living room. Aspen left, and Lucy merely grabbed her uniform and went to the bathroom to change, closing the door behind her.


  Alone again, I thought over everything. Kenna was right. I already knew how I felt about Maxon, and it was time to do what Dad had told me to do, what I’d meant to be doing this whole time: I was going to fight.


  And because it felt like the bigger task, I would talk to Maxon first. Once that was settled, no matter the outcome, then I would figure out what to say to Aspen.


  It had happened so slowly that it took me a while to realize how much we’d changed. But I’d known for weeks and had still kept my feelings to myself. I had to do the right thing and tell him so. I had to let go of Aspen.


  I reached into my suitcase, hunting for the bundle at the bottom. Once I found the ball of fabric, I unrolled it, taking out my jar. The penny wasn’t so lonely in there now with the bracelet, but that didn’t matter.


  I took the jar and placed it on my windowsill, leaving it where it should have stayed a long time ago.


  I spent the majority of the plane ride going over my confession to Maxon. I was dreading this, but we could only move forward if he knew the truth.


  I looked up from my comfy seat near the rear of the plane. Aspen and Lucy were sitting toward the front on opposite sides of the aisle, deep in conversation. Lucy looked upset still, and she seemed to be giving Aspen some sort of instructions. He was quiet as he took in her words, nodding at her suggestions. She retreated into her seat, and Aspen stood. I ducked back, hoping he didn’t notice me spying.


  I tried to look very interested in my book until he approached.


  “The pilot says another half hour or so,” he informed me.


  “All right. Good.”


  He hesitated. “I’m sorry about everything with Kota.”


  “You don’t have anything to be sorry for. He’s just mean.”


  “No, I do. Years ago he teased me for having a crush on you, and I brushed it off; but I think he saw through it. He must have been paying attention since then. I should have been more careful or something. I should have—”


  “Aspen.”


  “Yes?”


  “It’ll be fine. I’m going to tell Maxon the truth, and I’m going to take responsibility for this. You’ve got people at home depending on you. If something happens to you—”


  “Mer, you tried to keep me from this, and I was too stubborn to listen. It’s my fault.”


  “No, it’s not.”


  He took a deep breath. “Listen . . . I need to tell you something. I know it’s going to be difficult, but you need to know. When I told you I’d always love you, I meant it. And I—”


  “Stop,” I pleaded. I knew I had to tell him the truth, but I could only deal with one confession at a time. “I can’t handle this right now. I just had my world turned upside down, and I’m about to do something I’m terrified to do. I need you to give me some room right now.”


  Aspen didn’t look happy with this decision, but he let me make it all the same.


  “As you wish, my lady.” He walked away, and I felt even worse than I had before.


  CHAPTER 27


  WALKING BACK INTO THE PALACE felt impossibly right. A maid I’d never seen before was there to take my coat, and Aspen was next to a guard, explaining quietly that he’d give a full report on the trip in the morning. I started up the stairs, but another maid stopped me.


  “Don’t you want to go to the reception, miss?”


  “Excuse me?” Was I supposed to have some fantastic homecoming or something?


  “In the Women’s Room, my lady. I’m sure they’re waiting for you.”


  That was less of an explanation than I was hoping for, but I climbed back down the stairs and headed around the corner to the Women’s Room. Strolling down the familiar halls was more comforting than I could have imagined. Of course I still missed my dad, but it was nice not to see things that made me think of him everywhere I turned. The only thing that would have made this homecoming better was Maxon walking here with me.


  I was toying with the possibility of sending for him when I heard the wild noise coming from the Women’s Room. I was confused by the sound. By the volume, half of Illéa was waiting in there.


  Tentatively, I opened the door. The second Tiny—what was she doing here?—caught a glimpse of my hair, she called out to the room.


  “She’s here! America’s back!”


  The room exploded with cheers, and I was so confused. Emmica, Ashley, Bariel . . . everyone was here. I hunted, but I knew it was pointless. Marlee wouldn’t be invited to this.


  I was rushed by Celeste, who embraced me tightly. “Ahh, you bitch, I knew you’d make it!”


  “What?” I asked.


  She didn’t get her words out fast enough. A split second later, Kriss was hugging me and half screaming in my ear. The smell on her breath said she’d been drinking quite a bit, and the glass in her hand confirmed she wasn’t planning on stopping.


  “It’s us!” she yelled. “Maxon’s announcing his engagement tomorrow! It’s one of us!”


  “Are you sure?”


  “Elise and I got the boot last night, but he sent for all the girls to come back and celebrate, so we stayed,” Celeste confirmed. “Elise isn’t taking it well; you know how it is with her family. She thinks she failed.”


  “What about you?” I asked nervously.


  She shrugged and smiled. “Eh.”


  I laughed at that, and a moment later a drink was shoved in my hand.


  “To Kriss and America, the last girls standing!” someone yelled.


  I was dizzy with the news. He’d decided to end it, to send everyone home. And he did it while I was away. Did that mean he missed me? Did that mean he realized he was fine without me?


  “Drink!” Celeste insisted, tipping the glass back for me. I downed the champagne and came up coughing. Between the jet lag, the emotional stress of the last few days, and the sudden intake of alcohol, I was immediately giddy.


  I watched as girls danced on the couches, celebrating even though they had lost. Celeste was in a corner with Anna; it looked as if she was apologizing repeatedly for her actions. Elise crept in quietly and came to offer me a hug before retreating again. It was a blur of excitement, and I found myself happy even though I wasn’t totally certain of the outcome in front of me.


  I turned around, and Kriss was suddenly there, embracing me.


  “Okay,” she said. “Let’s promise that tomorrow, no matter what, we’ll be happy for each other.”


  “I think that’s a good plan,” I shouted over the din. I laughed and lowered my eyes. In that quick second, a serious realization flooded me. That flash of silver on her neck suddenly meant so much more than it had a few days ago.


  I sucked in a breath, and she looked at me with an expression that asked what was wrong. Even though it was rude and abrupt, I pulled her out of the room and down the hall.


  “Where are we going?” she asked. “America, what’s wrong?”


  I dragged her around the corner and into the ladies’ bathroom, double-checking to make sure we were alone before speaking.


  “You’re a rebel,” I accused.


  “What?” she said, a little too rehearsed. “You’re crazy.” But her hand fluttered to her neck, giving her away.


  “I know what that star means, Kriss, so don’t lie to me,” I said calmly.


  After a calculated pause she sighed. “I haven’t done anything illegal. I’m not mounting protests anywhere; I just support the cause.”


  “Fine,” I spat. “But how much of your part in the Selection is you wanting Maxon and how much is your group wanting one of their own on the throne?”


  She was quiet for a moment, choosing her words. Clenching her jaw, she walked over to the door and locked it. “If you must know, yes, I was . . . presented to the king as an option. I’m sure you’ve guessed by now that the lottery was a joke.”


  I nodded.


  “The king was—and still is—unaware of how many Northerners were promoted while the choice was being made. I was the only one of all the hopefuls to make it through, and, at first, I was completely dedicated to my cause. I didn’t understand Maxon, and it didn’t seem like he wanted me at all. But then I got to know him, and I was really sad about him not taking an interest in me. After Marlee left and you lost your hold on him, I saw him in a totally new light.


  “You might think that my motives for coming here were wrong, and maybe you’re right. But my reasons for being here now are completely different. I love Maxon, and I’m still fighting for him. And we can do great things together. So if you’re thinking about trying to blackmail me or sell me out, forget it. I’m not backing down. Do you understand me?”


  Kriss had never spoken so forcefully, and I didn’t know if the reason was her absolute faith in her words or the heavy amount of champagne. She looked so fierce at the moment, I wasn’t sure what to say.


  I wanted to tell her that Maxon and I could do great things, too, that we’d probably already done more than she could guess. But now wasn’t the time to brag. Besides, she and I had a lot in common. I came here for my family; she came here for a family of sorts. That got us through the doorway and into Maxon’s heart. What good would it do us to tear each other apart now?


  She took my silence as an agreement to behave, and she relaxed her stance.


  “Good. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’m going back to the party.”


  Giving me a cold stare, she swept out of the room, leaving me torn. Should I keep my mouth shut? Should I at least let someone know? Was this even a bad thing?


  I sighed and left the bathroom. I wasn’t in the mood to celebrate anymore, so I took the back stairway up to my room.


  Even though I wanted to see Anne and Mary, I was glad no one was there. I flopped onto the bed and tried to think. So Kriss was a rebel. Nothing dangerous, according to her, but I still wondered what that meant exactly. She must be who August and Georgia were talking about. What had ever made me think it was Elise?


  Had Kriss helped them get into the palace? Had she pointed them in the direction of things they had been looking for? I had my secrets in the palace, but I’d never stopped to think about what the other girls could be hiding. I should have though.


  Because what could I say now? If there was something real between Maxon and Kriss, any attempt to expose her would look like a desperate last effort to win. And even if that worked, that wasn’t how I wanted to get Maxon.


  I wanted him to know I loved him.


  A knock came at the door, and I considered not answering it. If it was Kriss coming to explain more or one of the girls trying to drag me downstairs, that wasn’t anything I wanted to deal with. Eventually, I heaved myself upright and went to the door.


  Maxon stood there with a stuffed envelope and a small, gift-wrapped package.


  In the second it took us to register that we were in the same place again, it felt as if the whole space charged with a magical kind of electricity, making me acutely aware of just how much I missed him.


  “Hi,” he said. He seemed a little stunned, as if he couldn’t think of anything more to say.


  “Hi.”


  We stared.


  “Do you want to come in?” I offered.


  “Oh. Um, yes, I do.” Something was off. He was different, nervous maybe.


  I stood aside, making room for him to enter. He looked around the space as if it had changed somehow since the last time he saw it.


  He turned to gaze at me. “How are you feeling?”


  I realized he probably meant about my dad, and I reminded myself that the end of the Selection wasn’t the only shift in my world right now. “Okay. It doesn’t really feel like he’s gone, especially now that I’m here. I feel like I could write him a letter, and he’d still get it.”


  He gave me a sympathetic smile. “How’s your family?”


  I sighed. “Mom is holding it together, and Kenna is a rock. It’s mostly May and Gerad I’m worried about. Kota couldn’t have been any meaner about the whole thing. It’s like he didn’t love him at all, and I don’t understand that,” I confessed. “You met my dad. He was so sweet.”


  “He was,” Maxon agreed. “I’m glad I at least got to meet him. I can see bits of him in you, you know.”


  “Really?”


  “Absolutely!” He put his parcels in one hand, holding me with his free one. He walked me over to the bed, sitting next to me. “Your sense of humor, for one. And your tenacity. When he and I spoke during his visit, he grilled me. It was nerve-racking, but kind of funny at the same time. You’ve never just let me off the hook either.


  “Of course, you have his eyes and I think his nose, too. And I can see your optimism beaming out sometimes. He gave me that impression as well.”


  I soaked up the words, holding on to all the parts of me that were like him. And here I thought Maxon didn’t know him.


  “All I’m saying is, it’s okay to be sad about this, but you can be sure the best of him is still around,” he concluded.


  I threw my arms around him, and he held me with his free hand. “Thank you.”


  “I mean it.”


  “I know you do. Thanks.” I moved back beside him and decided to change the subject before I got too emotional. “What’s this all about?” I asked, nodding toward his full hand.


  “Oh.” Maxon fumbled with his thoughts a moment. “These are for you. A late Christmas present.”


  He held up the envelope, thick with folded papers. “I can’t believe I’m actually giving this to you, and you have to wait to look at them until I’m not here, but . . . it’s for you to keep.”


  “Okay,” I said questioningly as he set the envelope on my bedside table.


  “This is a little less embarrassing,” he added playfully, handing me the gift. “Sorry the wrapping is so bad.”


  “It’s fine,” I lied, trying not laugh at the crooked seams and tearing at the paper on the back.


  Inside, the gift was a frame holding a picture of a house. Not just any house, but a beautiful one. It was a warm yellow color with plush grass that I wanted to put my feet in just from looking at the print. The windows were tall and wide on both stories, with trees offering shade to a section of the lawn. One tree even had a swing hanging from it.


  I tried not to look at the house but at the photo itself. I was sure that this little piece of art was something Maxon made himself, though I couldn’t guess when he’d gotten out of the palace to find its subject.


  “It’s beautiful,” I admitted. “Did you take it yourself?”


  “Oh, no.” He laughed, shaking his head. “The picture isn’t the gift; the house is.”


  I tried to let that sink in. “What?”


  “I thought you’d want your family close by. It’s a short drive away, with plenty of room. Your sister and her little family would even be comfortable there, I think.”


  “Wha . . . I . . .” I stared at him, searching for clarification.


  Patient as ever, Maxon gave me the explanation he thought I already understood. “You told me to send everyone home. I did. I had to keep one other girl—those are the rules—but . . . you said that if I could prove I loved you . . .”


  “. . . It’s me?”


  “Of course it’s you.”


  I was speechless. I laughed in shock and started giving him kisses and giggling between each one. Maxon, so pleased with the affection, took every kiss and laughed along with me.


  “We’re getting married?” I yelled, kissing him again.


  “Yes, we’re getting married.” He chuckled and let me attack him in my excitement. I realized then that I was in his lap. I didn’t remember getting there.


  I kissed him on and on . . . and somewhere in there the laughing stopped. After a while, the smiling dwindled. The kisses turned from playful to something much deeper. When I pulled away and looked into his eyes, they were intense, focused.


  Maxon held me close, and I could feel his heart racing against my chest. Guided by a deep hunger for him, I pushed his suit coat down his back, and he helped me as best as he could while holding on to me. I let my shoes fall to the floor, thudding a little song on their way down. I felt Maxon’s legs shift underneath me as he slipped his off as well.


  Without breaking our kiss, he lifted me, crawling deeper onto the bed and laying me down gently somewhere near the middle. His lips traveled down my neck as I loosened his tie, throwing it somewhere near our shoes.


  “You’re breaking a lot of rules, Miss Singer.”


  “You’re the prince. You can just pardon me.”


  He chuckled darkly, his lips at my throat, my ear, my cheek. I untucked his shirt, fumbling with the buttons. He helped with the last few, sitting up to toss it aside. The last time I’d seen Maxon without his shirt on, I didn’t get to really appreciate it because of the circumstance. But now . . .


  I ran my fingers lightly down his stomach, admiring how strong he was. When my hand got to his belt, I gripped it and pulled him back down. He came willingly, dragging a hand up my leg, resting it comfortably on my thigh underneath the layers of my dress.


  I was going crazy, wanting so much more of him, aching to know if he’d let me have it. Without even thinking, I reached around and dug my fingers into his back.


  Immediately, he stopped kissing me, pulling back to look at me.


  “What?” I whispered, terrified to break this moment.


  “Does it . . . does it repulse you?” he asked nervously.


  “What do you mean?”


  “My back.”


  I ran a hand down his cheek, staring directly into his eyes, wanting to leave him with no doubt about how I felt.


  “Maxon, some of those marks are on your back so they wouldn’t be on mine, and I love you for them.”


  He stopped breathing for a second. “What did you say?”


  I smiled. “I love you.”


  “One more time, please? I just—”


  I took his face in both of my hands. “Maxon Schreave, I love you. I love you.”


  “And I love you, America Singer. With all that I am, I love you.”


  He kissed me again, and I let my hands move to his back, and this time he didn’t pause. He moved his hands beneath me, and I felt his fingers playing with the back of my dress.


  “How many damn buttons does this thing have?” he complained.


  “I know! It’s—”


  Maxon sat up, placing his hands along the bust line of my dress. With one firm pull, he ripped my dress down the front, exposing the slip underneath.


  There was a charged silence as Maxon took that in. Slowly, his eyes returned to mine. Without breaking that contact, I sat up, sliding the sleeves of my dress down my back. It took a little bit of work to get it all off; and, by the end of it, Maxon and I were kneeling on my bed, my hardly covered chest pressed to his, kissing slowly.


  I wanted to stay up all night with him, to explore this new feeling we’d discovered. It felt as if everything else in the world was gone . . . until we heard a crash in the hall. Maxon stared at the door, seeming to expect it to burst open at any second. He was tense, more frightened than I’d ever seen him.


  “It’s not him,” I whispered. “It’s probably one of the girls stumbling to her room, or a maid cleaning something. It’s okay.”


  He finally released a breath I didn’t see he was holding and fell back onto the bed. He draped an arm over his eyes, frustrated or exhausted or maybe both.


  “I can’t, America. Not like this.”


  “But it’s okay, Maxon. We’re safe here.” I lay down beside him, cuddling onto his free shoulder.


  He shook his head. “I want to let all the walls down with you. You deserve that. And I can’t now.” He looked over to me. “I’m sorry.”


  “It’s okay.” But I couldn’t hide my disappointment.


  “Don’t be sad. I want to take you on a proper honeymoon. Someplace warm and private. No duties, no cameras, no guards.” He wrapped his arms around me. “It will be so much better that way. And I can really spoil you.”


  It didn’t sound so bad to wait when he put it that way, but as always, I pushed back. “You can’t spoil me, Maxon. I don’t want anything.”


  We were nose to nose by then. “Oh, I know. I don’t intend on giving you things. Well,” he amended, “I do intend on giving you things, but that’s not what I mean. I’m going to love you more than any man has ever loved a woman, more than you ever dreamed you could be loved. I promise you that.”


  The kisses that followed were sweet and hopeful, like our first ones. I could feel it, the promise he’d just made, starting now. And I was afraid and excited by the possibility of being loved so much.


  “Maxon?”


  “Yes?”


  “Would you stay with me tonight?” I asked. Maxon raised an eyebrow, and I giggled. “I’ll behave, I promise. Just . . . would you sleep here?”


  He looked to the ceiling, debating. Finally he caved. “I will. But I’ll need to leave early.”


  “Okay.”


  “Okay.”


  Maxon took off his pants and socks, neatly stacking his clothes so they wouldn’t be too wrinkled in the morning. He crawled back into the bed, snuggling up with his stomach against my back. One of his arms he laced under my neck and the other he gently wrapped around me.


  I loved my bed at the palace. The pillows were like clouds, and the mattress cradled me into it. I was never too warm or too cold under my covers, and the feeling of my nightgown against my skin was almost as if I was wearing air.


  But I’d never felt so settled as I did with Maxon’s arms around me.


  He placed a gentle kiss behind my ear. “Sleep well, my America.”


  “I love you,” I said quietly.


  He held me a little tighter. “I love you.”


  I lay there, letting the happiness of the moment sink into me. It seemed only seconds later that Maxon’s breathing was slow and steady. He was already asleep.


  Maxon never slept.


  I must have made him feel safer than I’d imagined. And, after all my worries about how his father acted toward me, he made me feel safe, too.


  I sighed, promising myself that we’d talk about Aspen tomorrow. It would need to happen before the ceremony, and I felt sure I knew how to explain things in the best way. For now, I would enjoy this tiny bubble of peace and rest securely in the arms of the man I loved.


  CHAPTER 28


  I WOKE TO THE FEELING of Maxon sliding an arm around me. Somewhere in the night, I ended up with my head on his chest, and the slow sound of his heartbeat was echoing in my ear.


  Without a word, he kissed my hair and went to hold me closer. I couldn’t believe this was happening. I was here with Maxon, together, waking up in my bed. This morning he would be giving me a ring. . . .


  “We could wake up like this every day,” he mumbled.


  I giggled. “You’re reading my mind.”


  He sighed contentedly. “How are you feeling, my dear?”


  “I feel like punching you for calling me ‘my dear’ mostly.” I poked his bare stomach.


  Smiling, he crawled to sit over me. “Fine then. My darling? My pet? My love?”


  “Any of those would work, so long as you’ve reserved it solely for me,” I said, my hands mindlessly wandering his chest, his arms. “What am I supposed to call you?”


  “Your Royal Husbandness. It’s required by law, I’m afraid.” His own hands glided over my skin, finding a delicate spot on my neck.


  “Don’t!” I said, shying away.


  His responding smile was triumphant. “You’re ticklish!”


  Despite my protests, he started running his fingers all over me, making me shriek at the playful touching.


  Nearly as quickly as I began squealing, I stopped. A guard rushed through the door, gun drawn.


  This time I screamed, pulling up the sheet to cover myself. I was so frightened that it took me a moment to realize the determined eyes of the guard belonged to Aspen. It felt as if my face caught on fire, I was so humiliated.


  Aspen looked stricken. He couldn’t even put a sentence together as his eyes flashed back and forth between Maxon in his underwear and me draped in a sheet to cover mine.


  My shock was finally broken by a deep laugh.


  For as terrified as I was, Maxon was the picture of ease. In fact, he seemed pleased at being caught. His voice was a little smug as he spoke. “I assure you, Leger, she’s perfectly safe.”


  Aspen cleared his throat, unable to look either of us in the eye. “Of course, Your Majesty.” He bowed and left, closing the door behind him.


  I fell over, moaning into my pillow. I would never live that down. I should have told Aspen how I felt on the plane when I had the chance.


  Maxon came to hug me. “Don’t be so embarrassed. It’s not as if we were naked. And it’s bound to happen in the future.”


  “It’s so humiliating,” I wailed.


  “To be caught in bed with me?” The pain in his voice was clear. I sat up and faced him.


  “No! It’s not you. It’s just, I don’t know, this was supposed to be private.” I ducked my head and played with a piece of the blanket.


  Tenderly, Maxon stroked my cheek. “I’m sorry.” I looked up at him, his voice too sincere to ignore. “I know it’s going to be hard for you, but people will always be looking at our lives now. For the first few years, there will probably be a lot of interference. All the kings and queens have had only children. Some by choice, I’m sure; but after the difficulty my mother had, they’ll want to make sure we can even have a family.”


  He stopped talking, his eyes having moved from my face to a spot on the bed.


  “Hey,” I said, cupping his cheek. “I’m one of five, remember? I have really good genes in that department. It’ll be all right.”


  He gave me a weak smile. “I really hope so. Partly because, yes, we’re duty bound to produce heirs. But also . . . I want everything with you, America. I want the holidays and the birthdays, the busy seasons and lazy weekends. I want peanut butter fingerprints on my desk. I want inside jokes and fights and everything. I want a life with you.”


  Suddenly the last few minutes were erased from my mind. The growing warmth in my chest was pushing everything else away.


  “I want that, too,” I assured him.


  He smiled. “How about we make it official in a few hours?”


  I shrugged. “I guess I don’t have any other plans today.”


  Maxon tackled me on the bed, covering me with kisses. I would have let him kiss me like that for hours, but Aspen seeing us together was enough. There was no way I’d be able to stop my maids from gushing if they saw this.


  He got dressed, and I pulled on my robe. It should have felt funny, maybe, this little moment in the afterward. All I could think about, though, as I watched Maxon cover his scars with his shirt, was how incredible this was. This thing I’d never wanted to happen was making me so happy.


  Maxon gave me one last kiss before opening the door and heading on his way. It was harder to part with him than I thought it would be. I told myself it was only for a few hours and that the wait would be so worth it.


  Before I closed the door, I heard Maxon whisper, “The lady would appreciate your discretion, officer.”


  There was no response, but I could imagine Aspen’s solemn nod. I stood behind the closed door, debating what to say, wondering if I should even say anything. Minutes passed, but I knew I had to face Aspen. I couldn’t move forward with everything that was going to happen today without talking to him first. I drew in a breath and nervously opened the door. He tilted his head toward the hallway listening for voices. Finally Aspen turned his accusing eyes my way, and the weight of his stare broke me.


  “I’m so sorry,” I breathed.


  He shook his head. “It’s not as if I didn’t know it was coming. It was just a shock.”


  “I should have told you,” I said, stepping into the hall.


  “It doesn’t matter. I just can’t believe you slept with him.”


  I put my hands on his chest. “I didn’t, Aspen. I swear.”


  And then, at the last possible moment, everything was ruined.


  Maxon stepped around the corner, holding Kriss by the hand. His eyes locked on to me, body pressed into Aspen with the intensity of my defense. I backed away, but not quickly enough. Aspen turned to face Maxon, prepared to give an excuse but still too stunned to speak.


  Kriss’s mouth dropped open, and she quickly covered it with a hand. Looking into Maxon’s shocked eyes, I shook my head, trying to explain without words that this was all a misunderstanding.


  It was only a second before Maxon regained his cool demeanor. “I found Kriss in the hall and was coming to explain my choice to you both before the cameras showed up, but it seems we have other things to discuss.”


  I looked at Kriss and was at least consoled by the fact that there was no triumph in her eyes. On the contrary, she looked sad for me.


  “Kriss, would you please return to your room? Quietly?” Maxon instructed.


  She curtsied and disappeared down the hall, eager to get away from the situation. Maxon took a deep breath before looking at us again.


  “I knew it,” he said. “I told myself I was crazy, because surely you would have told me if I was right. You were supposed to be honest with me.” He rolled his eyes. “I cannot believe I didn’t trust myself. From that first meeting, I knew it. The way you looked at him, how distracted you were. That damn bracelet you wore, the note on the wall, all those times when I thought I had you and then suddenly lost you again . . . it was you,” he said, turning to Aspen.


  “Your Majesty, this is my fault,” Aspen lied. “I pursued her. She made it perfectly clear that she had no intentions of being in a relationship with anyone but you, but I went after her anyway.”


  Without responding to Aspen’s excuses, he walked right up to him, looking him in the eye. “What’s your name? Your first name?”


  He swallowed. “Aspen.”


  “Aspen Leger,” he said, testing the words. “Get out of my sight before I send you to New Asia to die.”


  Aspen’s breath caught. “Your Majesty, I—”


  “GO!”


  Aspen looked at me once, then turned and walked away.


  I stood there, silent and still, afraid to risk a peek into Maxon’s eyes. When I finally did, he nudged his chin toward my room, and I went in, with him following me. I turned to see him close the door and run his hand through his hair one time. He moved to face me, and I saw his eyes catch on the unmade bed. He laughed humorlessly to himself.


  “How long?” he asked quietly, still in control.


  “Do you remember that fight—” I started.


  Maxon erupted. “We’ve been fighting since the day we met, America! You’ll have to be more specific!”


  I shook where I stood. “After Kriss’s party.”


  His eyes widened. “So basically since he got here,” he said, something like sarcasm in his voice.


  “Maxon, I’m so sorry. At first I was protecting him, and then I was protecting myself. And after Marlee was caned, I was afraid to tell you the truth. I couldn’t lose you,” I pleaded.


  “Lose me? Lose me?” he asked, astonished. “You’re going home with a small fortune, a new caste, and a man who is still pursuing you! I’m the one losing here today, America!”


  The words took my breath away. “I’m going home?”


  He looked at me as if I was an idiot for asking. “How many times am I supposed to let you break my heart, America? Do you think I’d honestly marry you, make you my princess, when you’ve been lying to me for most of our relationship? I refuse to torture myself for the rest of my life. You might have noticed, I get plenty of that already.”


  I erupted into sobs. “Maxon, please. I’m sorry; it’s not what it looked like. I s-swear. I love you!”


  He sauntered up to me, his eyes dead. “Of all the lies you’ve told me, that’s the one I resent the most.”


  “It’s not—” The look in his eyes silenced me.


  “Have your maids do their best. You should go out in style.”


  He walked past me, out the doorway and out of the future I’d held in my hands only a few minutes before. I turned back to the room, holding my stomach as if the core of my body was about to crack from the pain. I went over to the bed, rolling onto my side, no longer able to stand.


  I cried, hoping to get the ache out of my body before the ceremony. How was I supposed to face that? I looked to the clock to see how much time I had . . . and saw the thick envelope Maxon had given me last night.


  I decided this was the last piece of him I would ever have, so I opened the seal, desperate.


  CHAPTER 29


  
    December 25, 4:30 p.m.


    Dear America,


    It’s been seven hours since you left. Twice now I’ve started to go to your room to ask how you liked your presents and then remembered you weren’t here. I’ve gotten so used to you, it’s strange that you aren’t around, drifting down the halls. I’ve nearly called a few times, but I don’t want to seem possessive. I don’t want you to feel like I’m a cage to you. I remember how you said the palace was just that the first night you came here. I think, over time, you’ve felt freer, and I’d hate to ruin that freedom. I’m going to have to distract myself until you come back.


    I decided to sit and write to you, hoping maybe it would feel like I was talking to you. It sort of does. I can imagine you sitting here, smiling at my idea, maybe shaking your head at me as if to say I’m being silly. You do that sometimes, did you know? I like that expression on you. You’re the only person who wears it in a way that doesn’t come across like you think I’m completely hopeless. You smile at my idiosyncrasies, accept that they exist, and continue to be my friend. And, in seven short hours, I’ve started to miss that.


    I wonder what you’ve done in that time. I’m betting by now you’ve flown across the country, made it to your home, and are safe. I hope you are safe. I can’t imagine what a comfort you must be to your family right now. The lovely daughter has finally returned!


    I keep trying to picture your home. I remember you telling me it was small, that you had a tree house, and that your garage was where your father and sister did all their work. Beyond that I’ve had to resort to my imagination. I imagine you curled up in a hug with your sister or kicking around a ball with your little brother. I remember that, you know? That you said he liked to play ball.


    I tried to imagine walking into your house with you. I would have liked that, to see you where you grew up. I would love to see your brother run around or be embraced by your mother. I think it would be comforting to sense the presence of people near you, floorboards creaking and doors shutting. I would have liked to sit in one part of the house and still probably be able to smell the kitchen. I’ve always imagined that real homes are full of the aromas of whatever’s being cooked. I wouldn’t do a scrap of work. Nothing having to do with armies or budgets or negotiations. I’d sit with you, maybe try to work on my photography while you played the piano. We’d be Fives together, like you said. I could join your family for dinner, talking over one another in a collection of conversations instead of whispering and waiting our turns. And maybe I’d sleep in a spare bed or on the couch. I’d sleep on the floor beside you if you’d let me.


    I think about that sometimes. Falling asleep next to you, I mean, like we did in the safe room. It was nice to hear your breaths as they came and went, something quiet and close, keeping me from feeling so alone.


    This letter has gotten foolish, and I think you know how I detest looking like a fool. But still I do. For you.


    Maxon

  


  
    December 25, 10:35 p.m.


    Dear America,


    It’s nearly bedtime, and I’m trying to relax, but I can’t. All I can think about is you. I’m terrified you’re going to get hurt. I know someone would tell me if you weren’t all right, and that has led to its own kind of paranoia. If anyone comes up to me to deliver a message, my heart stops for a moment, fearing the worst: You are gone. You’re not coming back.


    I wish you were here. I wish I could just see you.


    You are never getting these letters. It’s too humiliating.


    I want you home. I keep thinking of your smile and worrying that I’ll never see it again.


    I hope you come back to me, America.


    Merry Christmas.


    Maxon

  


  
    December 26, 10:00 a.m.


    Dear America,


    Miracle of miracles, I’ve made it through the night. When I finally woke up, I convinced myself I was worried for nothing. I vowed that I would focus on work today and not fret so much about you.


    I got through breakfast and most of a meeting before thoughts of you consumed me. I told everyone I was sick and am now hiding in my room, writing to you, hoping this will make me feel like you’re home again.


    I’m so selfish. Today you will bury your father, and all I can think of is bringing you here. Having written that out, seeing it in ink, I feel like an absolute ass. You are exactly where you need to be. I think I already said this, but I’m sure you’re such a comfort to your family.


    You know, I haven’t told this to you and I ought to have, but you’ve gotten so much stronger since I met you. I’m not arrogant enough to believe that has anything to do with me, but I think this experience has changed you. I know it’s changed me. From the very beginning you had your own brand of fearlessness, and that has been polished into something strong. Where I used to imagine you as a girl with a bag full of stones, ready to throw them at any foe who crossed her path, you have become the stone itself. You are steady and able. And I bet your family sees that in you. I should have told you that. I hope you come home soon so I can.


    Maxon

  


  
    December 26, 7:40 p.m.


    Dear America,


    I’ve been thinking of our first kiss. I suppose I should say first kisses, but what I mean is the second, the one I was actually invited to give you. Did I ever tell you how I felt that night? It wasn’t just getting my first kiss ever; it was getting to have that first kiss with you. I’ve seen so much, America, had access to the corners of our planet. But never have I come across anything so painfully beautiful as that kiss. I wish it was something I could catch with a net or place in a book. I wish it was something I could save and share with the world so I could tell the universe: this is what it’s like; this is how it feels when you fall.


    These letters are so embarrassing. I’ll have to burn them before you get home.


    Maxon

  


  
    December 27, noon


    America,


    I might as well tell you this since your maid will tell you anyway. I’ve been thinking of the little things you do. Sometimes you hum or sing when you walk around the palace. Sometimes when I come up to your room, I hear the melodies you’ve saved up in your heart spilling out the doorway. The palace seems empty without them.


    I also miss your smell. I miss your perfume drifting off your hair when you turn to laugh at me or your scent radiating on your skin when we walk through the garden. It’s intoxicating.


    So I went to your room to spray your perfume on my handkerchief, another silly trick to make me feel like you were here. And as I was leaving your room, Mary caught me. I’m not sure what she was looking after since you’re not here; but she saw me, shrieked, and a guard came running in to see what was wrong. He had his staff gripped, and his eyes flashed threateningly. I was nearly attacked. All because I missed your smell.

  


  
    December 27, 11:00 p.m.


    My Dear America,


    I’ve never written a love letter, so forgive me if I fail now. . . .


    The simple thing would be to say that I love you. But, in truth, it’s so much more than that. I want you, America. I need you.


    I’ve held back so much from you out of fear. I’m afraid that if I show you everything at once, it will overwhelm you, and you’ll run away. I’m afraid that somewhere in the back of your heart is a love for someone else that will never die. I’m afraid that I will make a mistake again, something so huge that you retreat into that silent world of yours. No scolding from a tutor, no lashing from my father, no isolation in my youth has ever hurt me so much as you separating yourself from me.


    I keep thinking that it’s there, waiting to come back and strike me. So I’ve held on to all my options, fearing that the moment I wipe them away, you will be standing there with your arms closed, happy to be my friend but unable to be my equal, my queen, my wife.


    And for you to be my wife is all I want in the world. I love you. I was afraid to admit it for a long time, but I know it now.


    I would never rejoice in the loss of your father, the sadness you’ve felt since he passed, or the emptiness I’ve experienced since you left. But I’m so grateful that you had to go. I’m not sure how long it would have taken for me to figure this out if I hadn’t had to start trying to imagine a life without you. I know now, with absolute certainty, that is nothing I want.


    I wish I was as true an artist as you so that I could find a way to tell you what you’ve become to me. America, my love, you are sunlight falling through trees. You are laughter that breaks through sadness. You are the breeze on a too-warm day. You are clarity in the midst of confusion.


    You are not the world, but you are everything that makes the world good. Without you, my life would still exist, but that’s all it would manage to do.


    You said that to get things right one of us would have to take a leap of faith. I think I’ve discovered the canyon that must be leaped, and I hope to find you waiting for me on the other side.


    I love you, America.


    Yours forever,


    Maxon

  


  CHAPTER 30


  THE GREAT ROOM WAS PACKED. For once, instead of the king and queen being the focal point of the room, it was Maxon. On a slightly raised platform, Maxon, Kriss, and I sat at an ornate table. I felt as if our positioning was deceitful. I was on Maxon’s right. I always thought being on someone’s right was a good thing, an honored position. But so far he’d spent the entire time speaking to Kriss. As if I didn’t already know what was coming.


  I tried to seem happy as I looked around the room. It was packed. Gavril, of course, was in a corner, speaking into a camera, narrating the events as they happened.


  Ashley smiled and waved, and beside her Anna winked at me. I gave them a nod, still too nervous to speak. Toward the back of the room, in deceptively clean clothes, August, Georgia, and some of the other Northern rebels sat at a table by themselves. Of course Maxon would want them here to meet his new wife. Little did he know she was one of their own.


  They surveyed the room tensely, as if they feared any second a guard would recognize them and attack. The guards didn’t seem to be paying attention though. In fact, this was the first time I’d ever seen them look so poorly focused, eyes meandering around the room, several of them on edge. I’d even noticed that one or two hadn’t shaved and looked a little rough. It was a big event though. Maybe they were just rushed.


  My eyes flitted over to Queen Amberly, speaking with her sister Adele and her gaggle of children. She looked radiant. She’d been waiting for this day for so long. She would love Kriss like her own. For a moment, I was so jealous of that fact.


  I turned and scanned the faces of the Selected again, and this time my eyes landed on Celeste. I could see the clear question in her eyes: What are you so worried about? I gave her a minuscule shake of my head, letting her know that I’d lost. She sent me a thin smile and mouthed the words It’ll be okay. I nodded, and I tried to believe her. She turned away, laughing at something someone said; and I finally looked to my right, taking in the face of the guard stationed closest to our table.


  Aspen was distracted though. He was looking around the room like so many of the other men in uniform, but he seemed to be trying to think of something. It was as if he was doing a puzzle in his head. I wished he would look my way, maybe try to explain wordlessly what he was worried about, but he didn’t.


  “Trying to arrange a time to meet later?” Maxon asked, and I whipped my head back.


  “No, of course not.”


  “It’s not like it matters. Kriss’s family will be here this afternoon for a small celebration, and yours will be here to take you home. They don’t like for the last loser to be alone. She tends to get dramatic.”


  He was so cold, so distant. It was as if it wasn’t even Maxon at all.


  “You can keep that house if you want. It’s been paid for. I’d like my letters back though.”


  “I read them,” I whispered. “I loved them.”


  He huffed as if it was a joke. “Don’t know what I was thinking.”


  “Please don’t do this. Please. I love you.” My face was crumpling.


  “Don’t. You. Dare,” Maxon ordered through gritted teeth. “You put on a smile, and you wear it to the last second.”


  I blinked away the tears and gave a weak smile.


  “That’ll do. Don’t let that slip until you leave the room, do you understand?” I nodded. He looked into my eyes. “I’ll be glad when you’re gone.”


  After he spat out those last words, his smile returned and he faced Kriss again. I stared into my lap a minute, slowing my breathing and putting on a brave face.


  When I brought my eyes up again, I didn’t dare to look directly at anyone. I didn’t think I could honor Maxon’s last wish if I did. Instead, I focused on the walls of the room. It was because of that I noticed when most of the guards stepped away from them at some signal I didn’t see. Pieces of red fabric were pulled out of their pockets and tied across their foreheads.


  I watched in confusion as a red-marked guard walked up behind Celeste and put a bullet squarely through the back of her head.


  The screaming and gunfire exploded at once. Guttural shouts of pain filled the room, adding to the cacophony of chairs screeching, bodies hitting walls, and the stampede of people trying to escape as fast as they could in their heels and suits. The men shouted as they fired, making the whole thing far more terrifying. I watched, stunned, seeing death more times in a handful of seconds than ought to be possible. I looked for the king and queen, but they were gone. I was gripped with fear, unsure if they’d escaped or been captured. I looked for Adele, for her children. I couldn’t see them anywhere, and that was even worse than losing sight of the king and queen.


  Beside me, Maxon was trying to calm Kriss. “Get on the floor,” he told her. “We’re going to be fine.”


  I looked to my right for Aspen and was in awe for a moment. He was on one knee, taking aim, firing deliberately into the crowd. He must have been very sure of his target to do that.


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a flicker of red. Suddenly a rebel guard was standing in front of us. As I thought the words rebel guard, it all clicked into place. Anne had told me this had happened once before, when the rebels had gotten the guards’ uniforms and had sneaked into the palace. But how?


  As Kriss let out another cry, I realized that the guards who were sent to our houses hadn’t abandoned their posts at all. They were dead and buried, their clothes stolen and standing in front of us.


  Not that this information did me any good now.


  I knew that I should run, that Maxon and Kriss should run if they were going to make it. But I was frozen as the menacing figure raised his gun and directed it at Maxon. I looked up at Maxon, and he looked to me. I wished I had time to speak. I turned away, back to the man.


  A look of amusement crossed his face. As if he suspected this would be much more entertaining for himself and much more painful for Maxon, he slid his gun ever so slightly to his left and aimed it at me.


  I didn’t even think to scream. I couldn’t move at all, but I saw the blur of Maxon’s suit coat as he leaped toward me.


  I fell to the ground, but not in the direction I thought I would. Maxon missed me, flying across in front of me. When I hit the floor, I looked up to see Aspen. He’d sprinted to the table and pushed over my chair, crashing on top of me.


  “I got him!” someone shouted. “Find the king!”


  I heard several shouts of delight, pleased with the declaration. And screaming. So much screaming. As I came out of my stupor, the sounds crashed into my ears again. Other chairs and bodies clamored to the floor. Guards yelled out orders. Shots were fired, and the sickening pops pierced my ears. It was pure pandemonium.


  “Are you hurt?” Aspen demanded over the commotion.


  I think I shook my head.


  “Don’t move.”


  I watched as he stood, widened his stance, and aimed. He fired several times, eyes focused and body at ease. By the angle of his shots, it looked like more rebels were trying to get close to us. Thanks to Aspen, they failed.


  After a quick survey, he popped down again. “I’m going to get her out of here before she really loses it.”


  He crawled over me and grabbed Kriss, who was covering her ears and crying in earnest. Aspen pulled her face up and slapped her. She was stunned into silence long enough to listen to his orders and follow him from the room, shielding her head as she went.


  It was getting quieter. People must be leaving now. Or dying.


  And then I noticed a very still leg hanging out from under the tablecloth. Oh, God! Maxon!


  I scurried under the table to find Maxon breathing with great labor, a large red stain growing across his shirt. There was a wound below his left shoulder, and it looked very serious.


  “Oh, Maxon,” I cried. Unsure of what else to do, I balled up the hem of my dress in my hands and pressed it to the bullet wound. He winced a bit. “I’m so sorry.”


  He reached up his hand and covered mine. “No, I’m sorry,” he said. “I was about to ruin both our lives.”


  “Don’t talk right now. Just focus, okay?”


  “Look at me, America.”


  I blinked a few times and pulled my gaze up to his eyes. Through the pain, he smiled at me.


  “Break my heart. Break it a thousand times if you like. It was only ever yours to break anyway.”


  “Shhh,” I urged.


  “I’ll love you until my very last breath. Every beat of my heart is yours. I don’t want to die without you knowing that.”


  “Please don’t,” I choked.


  He took his hand off mine and laced it through my hair. The pressure was light, but it was enough for me to know what he wanted. I bent to kiss him. It was every kiss we’d ever had, all the uncertainty, all the hope.


  “Don’t give up, Maxon. I love you; please don’t give up.”


  He took an unsteady breath.


  Aspen ducked under the table then, and I squealed in fear before I realized who it was.


  “Kriss is in a safe room, Your Majesty,” Aspen said, all business. “Your turn. Can you stand?”


  He shook his head. “A waste of time. Take her.”


  “But, Your Majesty—”


  “That’s an order,” he said as forcefully as he could manage.


  Maxon and Aspen stared at each other for a long second.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “No! I won’t go!” I insisted.


  “You’ll go,” Maxon said, sounding tired.


  “Come on, Mer. We’ll have to hurry.”


  “I’m not leaving!”


  Quickly, as if he might suddenly be fine, Maxon reached up to Aspen’s uniform and clutched it in his hands. “She lives. Do you understand me? Whatever it takes, she lives.”


  Aspen nodded and grabbed my arm harder than I thought possible.


  “No!” I cried. “Maxon, please!”


  “Be happy,” he breathed, squeezing my hand one last time as Aspen dragged me away, screaming.


  As we got to the door, Aspen pushed me up against the wall. “Shut up! They’ll hear you. The sooner I get you to a safe room, the sooner I can come back for him. You have to do whatever I say, got it?”


  I nodded.


  “Okay, stay low and quiet,” he said, pulling out his gun again and dragging me into the hall.


  We looked up and down, and saw someone running away from us at the far end of the corridor. Once he was gone we moved. Around the corner we stumbled upon a guard on the ground. Aspen checked his pulse and shook his head. He reached over and grabbed the guard’s gun, and handed it to me.


  “What am I supposed to do with this?” I whispered, terrified.


  “Fire it. But make sure you know if it’s a friend or a foe before you do. This is mayhem.”


  It was a tense few minutes of ducking into corners and checking safe rooms that were already taken and locked. It seemed that most of the action had moved upstairs or outside, because the pops of gunshots and faceless screams were muffled by walls. Still, each time we heard a whisper of a sound, we paused before moving.


  Aspen peeked around a corner. “This is a dead end, so keep a lookout.”


  I nodded. We moved quickly to the end of the short hallway, and the first thing I noticed was the bright sun coming in through the window. Didn’t the sky know the world was falling apart? How could the sun shine today?


  “Please, please, please,” Aspen whispered, reaching for the lock. Mercifully, it opened. “Yes!” He sighed, pulling back the door, blocking half the hall from view.


  “Aspen, I don’t want to do this.”


  “You have to. You have to be safe, for so many people. And . . . I need you to do something for me.”


  “What?”


  He fidgeted. “If something happens to me . . . I need you to tell—”


  Over his shoulder, a hint of red came from behind the corner at the end of the hall. I jerked the gun up and pointed it past Aspen, firing at the figure. Not a second later, Aspen pushed me into the safe room and slammed the door, leaving me alone in the dark.


  CHAPTER 31


  I DON’T KNOW HOW LONG I sat there. I kept listening for something outside the door, even though I knew it was useless. When Maxon and I had been locked in a safe room a few weeks ago, we couldn’t hear a single sound from the outside world. And there had been so much destruction then.


  Still, I hoped. Maybe Aspen was okay and would open the door at any second. He couldn’t be dead. No. Aspen was a fighter; he’d always been a fighter. When hunger and poverty threatened him, he pushed back. When the world took away his dad, he made sure his family survived. When the Selection took me, when the draft took him, he didn’t let it stop him from hoping. Compared to all that, a bullet was tiny, insignificant. No bullet was taking down Aspen Leger.


  I pressed my ear up to the door, praying for a word, a breath, anything. I focused, listening for something that sounded like Maxon’s labored breathing as he lay dying underneath the table.


  I pinched my eyes together, begging God to keep him alive. Certainly, everyone in the palace would be looking for Maxon and his parents. They would be the first ones helped. They wouldn’t let him die; they couldn’t.


  But was it past hope?


  He’d looked so pale. Even the last squeeze of my hand was weak.


  Be happy.


  He loved me. He really loved me. And I loved him. In spite of everything that should have kept us apart—our castes, our mistakes, the world around us—we were supposed to be together.


  I should be with him. Especially now, while he lay dying. I shouldn’t be hiding.


  I stood up and started feeling around the walls for the light switch. I slapped the steel until I found it. I surveyed the space. It was smaller than the other room I’d been in. It had a sink but no toilet, just a bucket in one corner. A bench was pressed up against the wall by the door, and a shelf with some packets of food and blankets lined the back. And then finally, on the floor, the gun sat cold and waiting.


  I didn’t even know if this would work, but I had to try. I pulled the bench over to the middle of the room and tipped it on its side with the wide seat propped up toward the door. I crouched below it, checking the height, and realized that wasn’t going to be much cover. It would have to do though.


  As I stood, I tripped over my stupid dress. Huffing, I hunted on the shelves. The thin knife was probably for opening and dividing food, but it worked on the material just fine. Once my dress was cut into an uneven hem around my knees, I took some of the fabric and made a makeshift belt and tucked the knife in it for good measure.


  I pulled the blankets over myself, expecting there to be some sort of shrapnel. Looking one more time around the room, I tried to see if there was anything I should take with me, something I could repurpose. No. This was it.


  Ducking behind the bench, I aimed the gun at the lock, took a steadying breath, and fired.


  The sound echoed in the tiny space, scaring me even though I’d been expecting it. Once I was sure that the bullet wasn’t ricocheting around the room, I went up to check the door. Above the lock, a small crater sat, exposing rough layers of metal. I was upset that I’d missed, but at least I knew this might work. If I hit the lock enough times, maybe I could get out of here.


  I hid behind the bench and tried again. Shot after shot hit the door, but never in the same place. After a while, I got frustrated and stood up straight, hoping it would help. All I managed to do was get my arms cut by pieces of the door flying back at me.


  It wasn’t until I heard the hollow click that I realized I’d used all the bullets and was stuck. I threw down the gun and ran over to the door. I hit it with all the force of my body.


  “Move!” I rammed into it again. “MOVE!”


  I hit the door with my fists, accomplishing nothing. “No! No, no, no! I have to get out!”


  The door stood there, silent and severe, mocking my heartbreak with its stillness.


  I slid down to the floor, crying now that I knew there was nothing I could do. Aspen might be a lifeless body only feet away from me, and Maxon . . . surely by now he was gone.


  I curled my legs to my chest and rested my head against the door.


  “If you live,” I whispered, “I’ll let you call me your dear. I won’t complain, I promise.”


  And then I was left to wait.


  Every so often I’d try to guess at the time, though I had no way of knowing if I was right. Each sluggish minute was maddening. I’d never felt so powerless, and the worry was killing me.


  After an eternity, I heard the click of the lock. Someone was coming for me. I didn’t know if it was a friend or not, so I pointed the empty gun at the door. It would at least look intimidating. The door creaked open, and the light from the window glared in. Did that mean it was still the same day? Or was it the next? I held my aim though I had to squint to do so.


  “Don’t shoot, Lady America!” a guard pleaded. “You’re safe!”


  “How do I know that? How do I know you’re not one of them?”


  The guard looked down the hall, acknowledging an approaching figure. August stepped into the light, followed closely by Gavril. Though his suit was practically destroyed, his pin—which I now realized looked an awful lot like a North Star—still hung proudly on his bloody lapel.


  No wonder the Northern rebels knew so much.


  “It’s over, America. We got them,” August confirmed.


  I sighed, overwhelmed with relief, and dropped the gun.


  “Where’s Maxon? Is he alive? Did Kriss make it?” I asked Gavril before focusing again on August. “There was an officer; he brought me here. His name is Officer Leger; have you seen him?” The words tumbled out almost too quickly to be understood.


  I was feeling funny, light-headed.


  “I think she’s in shock. Take her to the hospital wing, quickly,” Gavril ordered, and the guard scooped me up easily.


  “Maxon?” I asked. No one answered. Or maybe I was gone by then. I couldn’t remember.


  When I woke up, I was on a cot. I could feel the stings of my many cuts now, but as I picked up my arm to inspect it, the cuts were all clean, and the larger ones were bandaged. I was safe.


  I sat up and looked around, and realized I was in a tiny office. I inspected the desk and the diplomas on the wall and discovered it was Dr. Ashlar’s. I couldn’t stay here. I needed answers.


  When I opened the door, I discovered why I’d been tucked away. The hospital wing was packed. Some of the less injured were placed two to a bed, and others were on the floor between them. It was easy to tell that the worst were in beds toward the back of the room. Despite the number of people, the space was remarkably quiet.


  I scanned the area, looking for familiar faces. Was it good not to find them here? What did that mean?


  Tuesday was in a bed, holding on to Emmica as they cried quietly. I recognized a few of the maids, but only vaguely. They nodded their heads at me as I passed, as if I somehow deserved it.


  I started losing hope as the crowd started to thin. Maxon wasn’t here. If he was, he’d have a swarm of people around him, jumping to meet his every need. But I’d been placed in a side room. Maybe he had, too?


  I saw a guard, and his face was scarred from what I couldn’t guess. “Is the prince down here somewhere?” I asked quietly.


  Solemnly, he shook his head.


  “Oh.”


  A bullet wound and a broken heart would seem like two different injuries. But I could feel myself bleeding out just as surely as Maxon had. No amount of pressure or stitching would ever fix this; nothing would ever stop the ache.


  I didn’t break into a scream, though it felt as if something similar was happening inside. I just let the tears fall. They didn’t wash anything away, but they felt like a promise.


  Nothing will ever replace you, Maxon. And I sealed our love away.


  “Mer?”


  I turned and saw a bandaged figure in one of the last beds in the wing. Aspen.


  My breathing hitched as I took unsteady steps toward him. His head was bandaged, and there was blood staining its way through. His chest was bare and bruised in several places, but the worst part was his leg. A thick cast was wrapped around the bottom, and several bandages were sloppily placed over gashes on his thigh. Wearing nothing but some shorts and a bit of a sheet over his other leg, it was easy to see how badly he’d been wounded.


  “What happened?” I whispered.


  “I’d rather not relive the details. I made it for a long time, and I took out maybe six or seven of them before one got my leg. The doctor says I’ll probably be able to walk on it, but I’ll need a cane. At least I’m alive.”


  A tear continued silently down my cheek. I was so grateful and scared and hopeless, I couldn’t help it.


  “You saved my life, Mer.”


  My eyes flew from his leg to his face.


  “The shot you took spooked that rebel and gave me just enough time to fire. If you hadn’t done it, he would have shot me in the back, and that would have been it. Thank you.”


  I wiped my eyes. “It was you who saved my life. You always have. It’s about time I started paying you back.”


  He smiled. “I do have a tendency for heroics, don’t I?”


  “You always wanted to be someone’s knight in shining armor.” I shook my head, thinking over everything he’d ever done for anyone he loved.


  “Mer, listen to me. When I said that I’d always love you, I meant it. And I think if we had stayed in Carolina, we would have gotten married, and we would have been happy. Poor, but happy.” He smiled sadly. “But we didn’t stay in Carolina. And you’ve changed. I have, too. You were right when you said that I’d never given anyone else a chance, and why would I have ever bothered except for all this happening?


  “It’s my instinct to fight for you, Mer. It took me a long time to see that you didn’t want me to do that anymore. But once I did, I realized I didn’t want to fight for you either.”


  I stared at him, stunned.


  “You’ll always have a piece of my heart, Mer, but I’m not in love with you anymore. I think sometimes that you still need me or want me, but I don’t know if that’s right. You deserve better than me being with you because I feel obligated.”


  I sighed. “And you deserve better than being someone I settle for.”


  He held out his hand to me and I took it. “I don’t want you to be mad at me.”


  “I’m not. It’s good to know you’re not mad at me. Even if he is dead, I still love him.”


  Aspen’s forehead creased. “Who’s dead?”


  “Maxon,” I breathed, ready to cry again.


  There was a pause. “Maxon’s not dead.”


  “What! But that guard said he wasn’t here and—”


  “Of course he’s not here. He’s the king. He’s recovering in his room.”


  I lunged to hug him, and he grunted at the impact of my embrace; but I was too happy to be cautious. Then the happy and sad news mixed together.


  I stepped back slowly. “The king died?”


  Aspen nodded. “The queen, too.”


  “No!” I shuddered, blinking again. She said I could call her Mom. What was Maxon going to do without her?


  “Actually, if it hadn’t been for the Northern rebels, Maxon might not have made it either. They were really the tipping point.”


  “They were?”


  I could see the wonder and appreciation in his eyes. “We should have had rebels training us. They fight differently. They knew what to do. I recognized August and Georgia in the Great Room. They had backup outside the palace walls. Once they realized something was wrong, well, they already have a talent for getting into the palace quickly. I don’t know where they got the artillery from, but we’d all be gone without them.”


  I could hardly take in all this. I was still putting the pieces together when the opening door disturbed the quiet murmurs in the wing. A worried face surveyed the room, and though her dress was torn and her hair was tumbling down around her face, I recognized her immediately.


  Before I could call out to her, Aspen did. “Lucy!” he cried, sitting up. I knew the motion had to hurt him, but there was no sign of pain in his face.


  “Aspen!” She gasped and ran across the wing, hopping over people as necessary. She fell into his arms, kissing his face over and over. While he’d grunted in pain when I’d hugged him, it was clear that in this moment, Aspen wasn’t feeling anything but pure happiness.


  “Where were you?” he demanded.


  “Fourth floor. They’re only now reaching the rooms up there. I came as fast as I could. What happened?” Though she was usually so panicked after rebel attacks, Lucy seemed focused now, seeing only Aspen.


  “I’m fine. What about you? Do you need to see the doctor?” Aspen looked around, trying to find someone to help.


  “No, I don’t even have a scratch,” she promised. “I was just worried about you.”


  Aspen stared into Lucy’s eyes with absolute devotion. “Now that you’re here, everything’s right.”


  She stroked his face, careful not to disturb his bandages. He put a hand behind her neck and gently pulled her to him, kissing her deeply.


  No one needed a knight more than Lucy, and no one could protect her better than Aspen.


  They were so lost in each other; they didn’t notice me walk away, heading off to find the one person I really wanted to see.


  CHAPTER 32


  LEAVING THE HOSPITAL WING, I got my first look at the palace. It was hard to process the destruction. So much broken glass strewn across the floor, glittering hopefully in the sunlight. Ruined paintings, parts of the wall blown out, and menacing red stains on the carpets reminded me of how close we’d all been to death.


  I started up the stairs, trying to avoid eye contact with anyone. As I passed from the second floor to the third, I noticed an earring on the floor. I couldn’t help but wonder if its owner was still alive.


  I made my way to the landing and saw a number of guards as I walked toward Maxon’s room. I supposed it was unavoidable. If I had to, maybe I’d call out to him. Maybe he’d tell them to let me pass . . . just like the night we met.


  The door to Maxon’s room was open, and people buzzed in and out, bringing in papers or taking away platters. Six guards lined the wall leading up to the door, and I braced myself for the brush-off. But as I got closer, one of the guards noticed me. He squinted, as if double-checking that I was who he thought I was. Beside him, another guard recognized me, and one by one they bowed, deeply and reverently.


  One of the guards by the door extended an arm. “He’s been waiting for you, my lady.”


  I tried to be someone deserving of the honor they were giving me. I stood taller as I walked, though my scratched arms and cut-off dress did nothing to help. “Thank you,” I said with a gentle nod.


  A maid rushed past as I went in. Maxon was on his bed, the left side of his chest padded with gauze under his plain cotton shirt. His left arm was in a sling, and he used his right to hold up the paper some adviser was explaining to him.


  He looked so normal there, dressed down, hair a mess. But at the same time, he looked like so much more than he had been before. Was he sitting a little taller? Had his face somehow become more serious?


  He was so clearly the king.


  “Your Majesty,” I breathed, falling into a low curtsy. Standing, I saw the quiet smile in his eyes.


  “Set the papers here, Stavros. Would everyone please leave the room? I need to speak with the lady.”


  Everyone circling around him bowed and headed toward the hall. Stavros quietly placed the papers on Maxon’s bedside table, and as he passed, he winked at me. I waited until the door closed before I moved.


  I wanted to run to him, to fall into his embrace and stay there forever. But I moved slowly, worried that maybe he regretted his last words to me.


  “I’m so sorry about your parents.”


  “It doesn’t seem real yet,” he said, motioning that I should sit on the bed. “I keep thinking that Father is in his study, and Mom’s downstairs, and any minute one of them will come in here with something for me to do.”


  “I know exactly what you mean.”


  He gave me a sympathetic smile. “I know you do.” He reached out and put his hand on mine. I took that as a good sign and held his hand back. “She tried to save him. A guard told me a rebel had my father in his sights, but she ran behind him. She went down first, but they got Father immediately after.”


  He shook his head. “She was always selfless. To her very last breath.”


  “You shouldn’t be so surprised. You’re a lot like her.”


  He made a face. “I’ll never be quite as good as her. I’m going to miss her so much.”


  I rubbed his hand. She wasn’t my mother, but I would miss her as well.


  “At least you’re safe,” he said, not looking into my eyes. “At least there’s that.”


  There was a long stretch of silence, and I didn’t know what to say. Should I bring up what he said? Should I ask about Kriss? Would he even want to think about any of this now?


  “There’s something I want to show you,” he suddenly announced. “Mind you, it’s a bit rough, but I think you’ll still like it. Open the drawer here,” he instructed. “It should be on the top.”


  I pulled out the drawer in his bedside table, noticing a pile of typed papers right away. I gave Maxon a questioning look, but he just nodded toward the writing.


  I started reading the document, trying to process what it said. I got to the end of the first paragraph and then reread it, sure I was mistaken.


  “Are you . . . you’re going to dissolve the castes?” I asked, looking up to Maxon.


  “That’s the plan,” he answered, smiling. “I don’t want you to get too excited. This will take a long time to do, but I think it will work. You see,” he said, turning the pages of the vast file and pointing to a paragraph. “I want to start from the bottom. I’m planning on eliminating the Eight label first. There’s a lot of construction we need to do; and I feel like, with a little bit of work, the Eights could be absorbed into the Sevens. After that, it gets tricky. There’s got to be a way to get rid of the stigmas that come along with the numbers, but that’s my goal.”


  I was awestruck. I’d only ever known a world in which I wore my caste like a piece of clothing. And here I was, holding something saying that those invisible lines we’d drawn between people could finally be erased.


  Maxon’s hand touched mine. “I want you to know that this is all your doing. Since the day you called me into the hallway and told me about being hungry, I’ve been working on this. It was one of the reasons I got so upset after you did your presentation; I had a quieter way of reaching the exact same goal. But of all the things I wanted to do for my country, this would have never crossed my mind if I hadn’t known you.”


  I took in a breath and gazed at the pages again. I thought over the years of my life, so short and fast. I’d never expected to do more than sing in the background of people’s house parties and maybe get married one day. I thought about what this would mean for the people of Illéa, and I was beside myself. I felt both humbled and proud.


  “There’s something else,” Maxon said hesitantly as I continued to take in the words in front of me. Then suddenly, on top of the papers, Maxon slid over an open box with a ring resting in it, shining in the light cascading through his windows.


  “I’ve been sleeping with that darn thing under my pillow,” he said, sounding playfully irritated. I looked up to him, not saying anything, as I was still too stunned to speak. I was sure he could read the questions in my eyes, but he had his own to address. “Do you like it?”


  A web of thin gold vines crawled up, forming the circle of the ring, holding at the top two gems—one green, one purple—that kissed at the crown of it. I knew the purple one was my birthstone, so the green one must be his. There we were, two little spots of light growing together, inseparable.


  I meant to speak and opened my mouth several times to try. All I could manage to do was smile, blink back my tears, and nod.


  Maxon cleared his throat. “Twice now I’ve tried to do this on a grand scale and failed spectacularly. As it is, I can’t even get on one knee. I hope you won’t mind if I just speak to you plainly.”


  I nodded. I still couldn’t find a word in my entire body.


  He swallowed and shrugged his uninjured shoulder. “I love you,” he said simply. “I should have told you a long time ago. Maybe we could have avoided so many stupid mistakes if I had. Then again,” he added, beginning to smile, “sometimes I think it was all those obstacles that made me love you so deeply.”


  Tears pooled in the corners of my eyes, balancing on my lashes.


  “What I said was true. My heart is yours to break. As you already know, I’d rather die than see you in pain. In the moment I was hit, when I fell to the floor sure my life was ending, all I could think about was you.”


  Maxon had to stop. He swallowed, and I could see he was as close to tears as I was. After a moment, he continued.


  “In those seconds, I was mourning everything I’d lost. How I’d never get to see you walk down an aisle toward me, how I’d never get to see your face in our children, how I’d never get to see streaks of silver in your hair. But, at the same time, I couldn’t be bothered. If me dying meant you living”—he did his one-shoulder shrug again—“how could that be anything but good?”


  At that, I lost my control, and the tears came in earnest. How had I ever thought that I knew what it meant to be loved before this very second? Nothing had come close to this feeling radiating in my heart, filling every inch of me with absolute warmth.


  “America,” Maxon said sweetly, forcing me to wipe my eyes and face him. “I know you see a king here, but let me be clear; this isn’t a command. This is a request, a plea. I beg you; make me the happiest man alive. Please do me the honor of becoming my wife.”


  I couldn’t get out how much I wanted this. But where my voice failed, my body succeeded. I crawled into Maxon’s arms, holding on to him tightly, certain that nothing could ever pull us apart. When he kissed me, I felt my life settle into place. I had found everything I’d ever wanted—things I didn’t even know I was looking for—here in Maxon’s arms. And if I had him to guide me, to hold me, then I could take on the world.


  It seemed too soon our kiss slowed, and Maxon pulled back to look into my eyes. I saw it in his face. I was home. And I finally found my voice.


  “Yes.”


  EPILOGUE


  I TRY NOT TO SHAKE, but it does no good. Any girl would do the same. The day is big, the dress is heavy, and the eyes watching are uncountable. Brave as I ought to be, I tremble.


  I know that once the doors open, I will see Maxon waiting for me, so while all the last-second details are settled around me, I hold on to that promise and try to relax.


  “Oh! This is our cue,” Mom says, noting the change in the music. Silvia waves my family over. James and Kenna are ready to go. Gerad is running around, already wrinkling his suit, and May keeps trying desperately to get him to stand in one place for two seconds back-to-back. Even if he is a bit rumpled, they all look surprisingly regal today.


  As happy as I am that everyone who loves me is with me, I can’t help but feel an ache that Dad isn’t here. I feel him, though, whispering how much he loves me, how proud he is, how lovely I look. I knew him so well that I feel like I can pick out the exact words he would say to me today; and I hope it stays like that always, that he’ll never really be gone.


  I’m so lost in my daydreams that May sneaks up on me. “You look beautiful, Ames,” she says, reaching up to touch the intricate high collar of my dress.


  “Mary outdid herself, didn’t she?” I answer, touching parts of the dress myself. Mary is the only one of my original maids still with me. When the dust settled, we found out so many more lives were lost than we’d guessed at first. While Lucy made it through the attack and chose to retire, Anne was simply gone.


  Another empty place today that ought to be filled.


  “My gosh, Ames, you’re shaking.” May grabs my hands and tries to still them, laughing at my nerves.


  “I know. I can’t help it.”


  “Marlee,” May calls. “Come help me calm America down.”


  My one and only bridesmaid walks over, her eyes as bright as ever; and with the two of them surrounding me, I do start to feel less tense.


  “Don’t worry, America; I’m sure he’ll show up,” she teases. May laughs, and I swat at them both.


  “I’m not worried he’ll change his mind! I’m afraid I’ll trip or mispronounce his name or something. I have a talent for messing things up,” I lament.


  Marlee puts her forehead on mine. “Nothing could mess up today.”


  “May!” Mom hisses.


  “Okay, Mom’s losing it. See you up there.” She gives me a ghost kiss on my cheek, making sure not to leave a lipstick smudge, and goes on her way. The music plays, and they walk together around the corner and down the aisle that’s waiting for me.


  Marlee steps back. “Am I next?”


  “Yes. I love this color on you, by the way.”


  She juts out her hip, posing in the gown. “You have great taste, Your Majesty.”


  I suck in a breath. “No one’s called me that yet. Oh, goodness, that’s going to be my name to pretty much everyone.” I try to adjust to the words quickly. The coronation is part of the wedding. First the vows to Maxon, then the ones to Illéa. Rings, then crowns.


  “Don’t start getting nervous again!” she insists.


  “I’m trying! I mean, I knew it was coming; it’s just a lot for one day.”


  “Ha!” she exclaims as the music shifts. “Wait until tonight.”


  “Marlee!”


  Before I can scold her, she scampers away, winking as she goes, and I’m forced to giggle. I’m so glad to have her back in my life. I officially made her one of my attendants, and Maxon did the same for Carter. It was a clear sign to the public of what was coming with Maxon’s reign, and I was happy to see how many people welcomed the change.


  I listen, waiting. I know the notes are coming soon, so I take one last chance to straighten my dress.


  It’s truly magnificent. The white gown is fitted through my hips, flitting out in waves to the floor. The lace sleeves are short and lead to a high collar that genuinely makes me look like a princess. Over the dress, a sleeveless capelike coat flows out behind me, making a train. I’ll take it off for the reception, where I intend to dance with my husband until I can’t stand anymore.


  “Ready, Mer?”


  I turn to Aspen. “Yes. I’m ready.”


  He holds an arm out for me, and I put mine through his. “You look incredible.”


  “You clean up pretty nice yourself,” I comment. And though I smile, I know he sees my nervousness.


  “There’s nothing to worry about,” he assures me, that confident smile making me believe that whatever he says is true, same as always.


  I take in a deep breath and nod. “Right. Just don’t let me fall, okay?”


  “Don’t worry. If you look unsteady, I’ll hand you this.” He holds up the deep-blue cane, specially made to match his dress uniform, and the idea makes me laugh.


  “There we go,” he says, happy to see me genuinely smile.


  “Your Majesty?” Silvia asks. “It’s time.” Her tone is slightly awed.


  I give her a nod, and Aspen and I make our way to the doors.


  “Knock ’em dead,” he says just before the music rises and we’re revealed to the guests.


  All the fear rushes back. Though we tried to keep the guest list small, hundreds of people line the aisle that will take me to Maxon. And as they all rise to greet me, I can’t see him.


  I just need to see his face. If I can find those steady eyes, I’ll know I can do this.


  I smile, trying to stay calm, graciously nodding at our guests, thanking them for their presence here today. But Aspen knows.


  “It’s okay, Mer.”


  I look to him, and the encouragement in his expression helps.


  I keep moving.


  It’s not the most graceful parade down the aisle. It’s also not the fastest. With Aspen’s leg so injured, we have to hobble our way slowly to the front. But who else could I have asked? Who else would I have asked? Aspen had shifted to fill a desperate place in my life. Not my boyfriend, not my friend, but my family.


  I had expected him to say no, afraid it was somehow an insult. But he’d said he was honored and embraced me when I’d asked.


  Devoted and true, even to the very end. That’s my Aspen.


  Finally I see a familiar face in the crowd. Lucy is there, sitting with her father. She beams with pride for me, though really she can hardly tear her eyes off Aspen. He stands a little taller as we pass her. I know that soon it will be her turn, and I’m looking forward to it. Aspen couldn’t have made a better choice.


  Beside her, filling up the closest rows, are the other Selected girls. It was brave of them to come back for me, considering not everyone who should be here is. Still, they smile, even Kriss, though I can see the sadness in her eyes. I’m shocked by how much I wish Celeste was here. I can imagine her rolling her eyes and then winking, or something like that. Making some wisecrack that was almost snotty but not quite. I really, really miss her.


  I miss Queen Amberly, too. I can only imagine how happy she would have been today, finally getting a daughter. I feel as if marrying Maxon makes it okay for me to love her that way, like a mother. I’m certain I always will.


  And then there’s my mom and May holding on to each other so tightly they look as if they’re supporting each other. Around them are so many smiles. It’s almost overwhelming how loved I feel.


  I’m so distracted by their faces that I forget how close I am to the end of the aisle. As I turn forward . . . he’s there.


  And then it seems as if no one else is here at all.


  No cameras filming, no bulbs flashing. It’s just us. It’s just Maxon and me.


  He’s wearing his crown, and the suit with the blue sash and the medals. What did I say the first time he wore it? Something about hanging him up with the chandeliers, I think. I smile, remembering the long journey that got us here, standing at the altar.


  Aspen’s last few steps are slow but steady. When we reach our destination, I turn to him. Aspen gives me one last smile, and I reach over to kiss his cheek, saying good-bye to so many things. We share a look for a moment, and he takes my hand and puts it in Maxon’s, giving me away.


  They nod to each other, nothing but respect in their faces. I don’t think I could ever understand all that’s passed between them, but it feels peaceful in that moment. Aspen steps back, and I step forward, arriving at the one place I never thought I’d be.


  Maxon and I move close to each other as the ceremony starts.


  “Hello, my dear,” he whispers.


  “Don’t start,” I warn in return, and we’re both left smiling.


  He holds my hands as if they’re the only things pinning him to the earth, and I focus on that as I prepare myself for the words coming, the promises I’ll never break. It’s magical, really, the power this day has.


  But even now I know this isn’t a fairy tale. I know that we’ll have hard times, confusing times. I know that things won’t always happen the way we want them to and that we’ll have to work to remember that we chose this. It won’t be perfect, not all the time.


  This isn’t happily ever after.


  It’s so much more than that.
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  CHAPTER 1


  I PACED THE FLOOR, TRYING to walk the anxiety out of my body. When the Selection was something in the distance—a possibility for my future—it sounded thrilling. But now? Well, I wasn’t so sure.


  The census had been compiled, the figures checked multiple times. The palace staff was being reallocated, wardrobe preparations were being made, and rooms were being readied for our new guests. The momentum was building, exciting and terrifying in one fell swoop.


  For the girls, the process started once they filled out the forms—thousands must have done so by this point. For me, it started tonight.


  I was nineteen. Now, I was eligible.


  Stopping in front of my mirror, I checked my tie again. There would be more eyes watching than usual tonight, and I needed to look like the self-confident prince everyone was expecting. Finding no fault, I left for my father’s study.


  I nodded at advisors and familiar guards along the way. It was hard to imagine that in less than two weeks, these halls would be flooded with girls. My knock was firm, a request made by Father himself. It seemed there was always a lesson for me to learn.


  Knock with authority, Maxon.


  Stop pacing all the time, Maxon.


  Be faster, smarter, better, Maxon.


  “Come in.”


  I entered the study, and Father briefly moved his eyes from his reflection to acknowledge me. “Ah, there you are. Your mother will be along shortly. Are you ready?”


  “Of course,” I replied. There was no other acceptable answer.


  He reached over and grabbed a small box, placing it in front of me on his desk. “Happy birthday.”


  I pulled back the silvery paper, revealing a black box. Inside were new cuff links. He was probably too consumed to remember that he’d gotten me cuff links for Christmas. Perhaps that was part of the job. Maybe I’d accidentally get my son the same gift twice when I was king. Of course, to get that far I’d need a wife first.


  Wife. I let the word play on my lips without actually saying it aloud. It felt too foreign.


  “Thank you, sir. I’ll wear them now.”


  “You’ll want to be at your best tonight,” he said, tearing himself away from the mirror. “The Selection will be on everyone’s thoughts.”


  I gave him a tight smile. “Mine included.” I debated telling him how anxious I was. He’d been through this, after all. He must have had his own doubts once upon a time.


  Evidently, my nerves read on my face.


  “Be positive, Maxon. This is meant to be exciting,” he urged.


  “It is. I’m just a bit shocked at how fast it’s all happening.” I focused on lacing the metal through the holes on my sleeves.


  He laughed. “It seems fast to you, but it’s been years in the making on my end.”


  I narrowed my eyes, looking up from my task. “What do you mean?”


  The door opened then, and my mother walked in. In typical fashion, Father lit up for her. “Amberly, you look stunning,” he said, going to greet her.


  She smiled in that way she always did, as if she couldn’t believe anyone would notice her, and embraced my father. “Not too stunning, I hope. I wouldn’t want to steal attention.” Letting Father go, she came and held me tight. “Happy birthday, son.”


  “Thanks, Mom.”


  “Your gift is coming,” she whispered, then turned back to Father. “Are we all ready, then?”


  “Indeed we are.” He held out an arm, she took it, and I walked in their shadows. As always.


  “About how much longer is it, Your Majesty?” one reporter asked. The light of the video cameras was hot in my face.


  “The names are drawn this Friday, and the girls will actually arrive the Friday after that,” I answered.


  “Are you nervous, sir?” a new voice called.


  “About marrying a girl I haven’t met yet? All in a day’s work.” I winked, and the watching crowd chuckled.


  “Doesn’t it set you on edge at all, Your Majesty?”


  I gave up trying to align the question with a face. I just answered in the general direction it came from, hoping to get it right. “On the contrary, I’m very excited.” Sort of.


  “We know you’ll make an excellent choice, sir.” A camera flash blinded me.


  “Hear, hear!” others called.


  I shrugged. “I don’t know. Any girl who settles for me can’t possibly be a sane woman.”


  They laughed again, and I took that as a good stopping point. “Forgive me, I have family visiting, and I don’t wish to be rude.”


  Turning my back to the reporters and photographers, I took a deep breath. Was the whole evening going to be like this?


  I looked around the Great Room—the tables covered in dark blue cloths, the lights burning brightly to show the splendor—and I saw there wasn’t much of an escape for me. Dignitaries in one corner, reporters in another—no place I could just be quiet and still. Considering the fact that I was the person being celebrated, one would think that I could choose the way in which it happened. It never seemed to work out that way.


  No sooner had I escaped the crowd than my father’s arm came swooping across my back and gripped my shoulder. The pressure and sudden attention made me tense.


  “Smile,” he ordered beneath his breath, and I obeyed as he dipped his head in the direction of some of his special guests.


  I caught the eye of Daphne, here from France with her father. It was lucky that the timing of the party lined up with our fathers needing to discuss the ongoing trade agreement. As the French king’s daughter, our paths had crossed time and time again, and she was perhaps the only person I knew outside of my family with any degree of consistency. It was nice to have one familiar face in the room.


  I gave her a nod, and she raised her glass of champagne.


  “You can’t answer everything so sarcastically. You’re the crowned prince. They need you to lead.” His hand on my shoulder was tighter than necessary.


  “I’m sorry, sir. It’s a party, I thought—”


  “Well, you thought wrong. By the Report, I expect to see you taking this seriously.”


  He stopped walking and faced me, his eyes gray and steady.


  I smiled again, knowing he’d want that for the sake of the crowd. “Of course, sir. A temporary lapse in judgment.”


  He let his arm drop and pulled his glass of champagne to his lips. “You tend to have a lot of those.”


  I risked a peek at Daphne and rolled my eyes, at which she laughed, knowing all too well what I was feeling. Father’s gaze followed my eyes across the room.


  “Always a pretty one, that girl. Too bad she couldn’t be in the lottery.”


  I shrugged. “She’s nice. I never had feelings for her, though.”


  “Good. That would have been extraordinarily stupid of you.”


  I dodged the slight. “Besides, I’m looking forward to meeting my true options.”


  He jumped on the idea, driving me forward once again. “It’s about time you made some real choices in your life, Maxon. Some good ones. I’m sure you think my methods are far too harsh, but I need you to see the significance of your position.”


  I held back a sigh. I’ve tried to make choices. You don’t really trust me to.


  “Don’t worry, Father. I take the task of choosing a wife quite seriously,” I answered, hoping my tone gave him some assurance of how much I meant that.


  “It’s a lot more than finding someone you get along with. For instance, you and Daphne. Very chummy, but she’d be a complete waste.” He took another swig, waving at someone behind me.


  Again, I controlled my face. Uncomfortable with the direction of the conversation, I put my hands in my pockets and scanned the space. “I should probably make my rounds.”


  He waved me away, turning his attention back to his drink, and I left quickly. Try as I might, I wasn’t sure what that whole interaction meant. There was no reason for him to be so rude about Daphne when she wasn’t even an option.


  The Great Room buzzed with excitement. People told me that all of Illéa had been waiting for this moment: the excitement of the new princess, the thrill of me as a soon-to-be king. For the first time, I felt all of that energy and worried it would crush me.


  I shook hands and graciously accepted gifts that I didn’t need. I quietly asked one of the photographers about his lens, and kissed cheeks of family and friends and my fair share of complete strangers.


  Finally I found myself alone for a moment. I surveyed the crowd, sure there was somewhere I ought to be. My eyes found Daphne, and I started walking toward her. I was looking forward to just a few minutes of genuine conversation, but it would have to wait.


  “Are you having fun?” Mom asked, stepping into my path.


  “Does it look like I am?”


  She ran her hands over my already-crisp suit. “Yes.”


  I smiled. “That’s all that really matters.”


  She tilted her head, a gentle smile on her own face. “Come with me for a second.”


  I held an arm out for her, which she happily took, and we walked out into the hallway to the sound of cameras clicking.


  “Can we do something a bit smaller next year?” I asked.


  “Not likely. You’ll almost certainly be married by then. Your wife might want to have a rather elaborate celebration your first year together.”


  I frowned, something I could get away with in front of her. “Maybe she’ll like things quiet, too.”


  She laughed softly. “Sorry, honey. Any girl who puts her name in for the Selection is looking for a way out of quiet.”


  “Were you?” I wondered aloud. We never talked about her coming here. It was a strange divide between us, but one that I cherished: I was raised in the palace, but she chose to come.


  She stopped and faced me, her expression warm. “I was smitten with the face I saw on TV. I daydreamed about your father the same way thousands of girls daydream about you.”


  I pictured her as a young girl in Honduragua, her hair braided back as she gazed longingly at the television. I could see her sighing every time he had to speak.


  “All girls dream of what it would be like to be a princess,” she added. “To be swept off their feet and wear a crown . . . it’s all I could think about the week before the names were drawn. I didn’t realize that it was so much more than that.” Her face grew a little sad. “I couldn’t guess at the pressure I’d be under or how little privacy I’d have. Still, to be married to your father, to have had you.” She swept her hand down my cheek. “This is all those dreams made real.”


  She held my gaze, smiling, but I could see tears gathering in the corners of her eyes. I had to get her talking again.


  “So you have no regrets, then?”


  She shook her head. “Not a one. The Selection changed my life, and I mean that in the best way possible. Which is what I want to talk to you about.”


  I squinted. “I’m not sure I understand.”


  She sighed. “I was a Four. I worked in a factory.” She held out her hands. “My fingers were dry and cracked, and dirt was caked under my nails. I had no alliances, no status, nothing worthy of making me a princess . . . and yet, here I am.”


  I stared, still unsure of her point.


  “Maxon, this is my gift to you. I promise I will make every effort to see these girls through your eyes. Not the eyes of a queen, or the eyes of your mother, but yours. Even if the girl you choose is of a very low caste, even if others think she has no value, I will always listen to your reasons for wanting her. And I will do my best to support your choice.”


  After a pause, I understood. “Did Father not have that? Did you not?”


  She pulled herself up. “Every girl will come with pros and cons. Some people will choose to focus on the worst in some of your options and the best in others, and it will make no sense to you why they seem so narrow minded. But I’m here for you, whatever your choice.”


  “You always have been.”


  “True,” she said, taking my arm. “And I know I’m about to play second fiddle to another woman, as I should. But my love for you will never change, Maxon.”


  “Nor mine for you.” I hoped she could hear the sincerity in my voice. I couldn’t imagine a circumstance that would dim my absolute adoration of her.


  “I know.” With a little nudge, she pushed us back to the party.


  As we entered the room to smiles and applause, I considered my mother’s words. She was, beyond anyone I knew, incredibly generous. It was a trait I endeavored to adopt myself. So if this was her gift, it must be more necessary than I could understand at the present. My mother never gave a gift thoughtlessly.


  CHAPTER 2


  PEOPLE LINGERED MUCH LATER THAN I thought was appropriate. That was another sacrifice that came with the privilege, I guessed: no one wanted a palace party to end. Not even when the palace wanted it to.


  I’d placed the very drunk dignitary from the German Federation into the care of a guard, thanked all the royal advisors for their gifts, and kissed the hand of nearly every lady who walked through the palace doors. In my eyes, my duty here was done, and I just wanted to spend a few hours in peace. But as I went to escape the lingering partygoers, I was happily stopped by a pair of dark blue eyes.


  “You’ve been avoiding me,” Daphne said, her tone playful and the lilt of her accent tickling my ears. There was always something musical about the way she spoke.


  “Not at all. It was bit more crowded than I thought it would be.” I looked back at the handful of people still intent on seeing the sun rise through the palace windows.


  “Your father, he enjoys making a spectacle.”


  I laughed. Daphne seemed to understand so many things that I’d never said out loud. Sometimes that made me nervous. Just how much about me could she see without me knowing? “He outdid himself, I think.”


  She shrugged. “Only until next time.”


  We stood there in silence, though I sensed she wanted to say more. Biting her lip, she whispered to me. “Could I speak to you in private?”


  I nodded, giving her my arm and escorting her to one of the parlors down the hall. She was quiet, saving her words until I shut the doors behind us. Though we often talked in private, the way she was acting made me uneasy.


  “You didn’t dance with me,” she said, sounding hurt.


  “I didn’t dance at all.” Father insisted upon classical musicians this time. While the Fives were very talented, the music they played lent themselves to slower dances. Maybe, if I had wanted to dance, I would have chosen to dance with her. It just felt wrong with everyone asking me questions about my future mystery wife.


  She let out a breathy sigh and paced the room. “I’m supposed to go on this date when I get home,” she said. “Frederick—that’s his name. I’ve seen him before, of course. He’s an excellent rider, and very handsome, too. He’s four years older than me, but I think that’s one of the reasons Papa likes him.”


  She looked over her shoulder at me, a little smile on her face.


  I gave her a sarcastic grin in return. “And where would we be without our fathers’ approval?”


  She giggled. “Lost, of course. We’d have no idea how to live.”


  I laughed back, grateful for someone to joke about it with. It was the only way to deal with it sometimes.


  “But yes, Papa approves. Still, I wonder . . .” She dropped her eyes to the floor, suddenly shy.


  “You wonder what?”


  She stood there a moment, her gaze still focused on the carpet. Finally she focused those deep blue eyes on me. “Do you approve?”


  “Of what?”


  “Frederick.”


  I laughed. “I can’t really say, can I? I’ve never met him.”


  “No,” she said, her voice dropping. “Not about the person, but the idea. Do you approve of me dating this man? Possibly marrying him?”


  Her face was stone, covering something I didn’t understand. I gave a bewildered shrug. “It’s not my place to approve. It’s hardly even yours,” I added, feeling a bit sad for the both of us.


  Daphne twisted her hands together, like she was maybe nervous or hurting. What was happening here?


  “So it doesn’t bother you at all, then? Because if it’s not Frederick, it’ll be Antoine. And if it’s not Antoine, it’ll be Garron. There’s a string of men waiting for me, none of them half the friend to me that you are. But, eventually, I’ll have to take one as a husband, and you don’t care?”


  That was gloomy indeed. We scarcely saw each other more than three times in a year. And I might say she was my closest friend, too. How pathetic were we?


  I swallowed, searching for the right thing to say. “I’m sure it will all work out.”


  With no warning whatsoever, tears began streaming down Daphne’s face. I looked around the room, trying to find an explanation or solution, feeling more and more uncomfortable every moment.


  “Please tell me you’re not going to follow through with this, Maxon. You can’t,” she pleaded.


  “What are you talking about?” I asked desperately.


  “The Selection! Please, don’t marry some stranger. Don’t make me marry some stranger.”


  “I have to. That’s how it works for princes of Illéa. We marry commoners.”


  Daphne rushed forward, grabbing my hands. “But I love you. I always have. Please don’t marry some other girl without at least asking your father if I could be a choice.”


  Loved me? Always?


  I choked over words, trying to find the right place to start. “Daphne, how . . . I don’t know what to say.”


  “Say you’ll ask your father,” she pleaded, wiping away her tears hopefully. “Postpone the Selection long enough for us to at least see if it’s worth trying. Or let me enter, too. I’ll give up my crown.”


  “Please stop crying,” I whispered.


  “I can’t! Not when I’m about to lose you forever.” She buried her head in her hands, sobbing quietly.


  I stood there, stone-like, terrified I would make this worse. After a few tense moments, she raised her head. She spoke, staring at nothing.


  “You’re the only person who really knows me. The only person I feel I truly know myself.”


  “Knowledge isn’t love,” I contradicted.


  “That’s not true, Maxon. We have a history together, and it’s about to be broken. All for the sake of tradition.” She kept her eyes focused on some invisible space in the center of the room, and I couldn’t guess what she was thinking now. Clearly, I was oblivious to her thoughts in general.


  Finally Daphne turned her face to me. “Maxon, I beg of you, ask your father. Even if he says no, at least I’ll have done everything I could.”


  Positive that I already knew this to be true, I told her what I must. “You already have, Daphne. This is it.” I held out my arms for a moment and let them drop. “This is all it could ever be.”


  She held my gaze for a long time, knowing as I did that asking my father for such an outrageous request was beyond anything I could truly get away with. I saw her search her mind for an alternative path, but she quickly saw there wasn’t one. She was a servant to her crown, I was a servant to mine, and our masters would never cross.


  As she nodded, her face crumpled into tears again. She wandered over to a couch and sat down, holding herself. I stayed still, hoping to not cause her any more grief. I longed to make her laugh, but there wasn’t anything funny about this. I hadn’t known I was capable of breaking a heart.


  I certainly didn’t like it.


  Just then I realized this was about to become common. I would dismiss thirty-four women over the next few months. What if they all reacted this way?


  I huffed, exhausted at the thought.


  At the sound, she looked up. Slowly, the expression on her face changed.


  “Doesn’t this hurt you at all?” she demanded. “You’re not that good an actor, Maxon.”


  “Of course it bothers me.”


  She stood, silently assessing me. “But not for the same reasons it bothers me,” she whispered. She walked across the room, her eyes pleading. “Maxon, you love me.”


  I stayed still.


  “Maxon,” she said more forcefully, “you love me. You do.”


  I had to look away, the intensity in her eyes too bright for me. I ran a hand through my hair, trying to put whatever it was I did feel into words.


  “I’ve never seen anyone express their feelings the way you just did. I have no doubt you mean every word, but I can’t do that, Daphne.”


  “That doesn’t mean you don’t know how to feel it. You just have no idea how to express it. Your father can be as cold as ice, and your mother hides within herself. You’ve never seen people love freely, so you don’t know how to show it. But you feel it; I know you do. You love me as I love you.”


  Slowly, I shook my head, fearing another syllable out of my mouth would start everything up again.


  “Kiss me,” she demanded.


  “What?”


  “Kiss me. If you can kiss me and still say you don’t love me, I’ll never mention this again.”


  I backed away. “No. I’m sorry, I can’t.”


  I didn’t want to confess how literal that was. I wasn’t sure how many boys Daphne had kissed, but I knew it was more than zero. She’d let the fact she’d been kissed come out a few summers ago when I was in France with her. So there. She had me beat, and there was no way I was going to make an even bigger fool out of myself in this moment.


  Her sadness shifted to anger as she backed away from me. She laughed once, no humor in her eyes.


  “So this is your answer, then? You’re saying no? You’re choosing to let me leave?”


  I shrugged.


  “You’re an idiot, Maxon Schreave. Your parents have completely sabotaged you. You could have a thousand girls set before you, and it wouldn’t matter. You’re too stupid to see love when it stands right in front of you.”


  She wiped her eyes and straightened her dress. “I hope to God I never see your face again.”


  The fear in my chest changed, and as she walked away, I grabbed her arm. I didn’t want her to be gone forever.


  “Daphne, I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t feel sorry for me,” she said coldly. “Feel sorry for yourself. You’ll find a wife because you have to, but you’ve already known love and let it go.”


  She jerked free and left me alone.


  Happy birthday to me.


  CHAPTER 3


  DAPHNE SMELLED LIKE CHERRY BARK and almonds. She’d been wearing the same scent since she turned thirteen. She had it on last night, and I could smell it even as she was wishing she’d never see me again.


  She had a scar on her wrist, a scrape she got climbing a tree when she was eleven. It was my fault. She was a bit less ladylike at the time, and I convinced her—well, challenged her—to race me to the top of one of the trees on the edge of the garden. I won.


  Daphne had a crippling fear of the dark, and since I had fears of my own, I never teased her for it. And she never teased me. Not on anything that really mattered anyway.


  She was allergic to shellfish. Her favorite color was yellow. Try as she may, she could not sing to save her life. She could dance, though, so it was probably even more of a disappointment that I didn’t ask her to last night.


  When I was sixteen she sent me a new camera bag for Christmas. Even though I’d never given any indication that I wanted to get rid of the one I had, it meant so much to me that she was aware of my likes, and I switched it out anyway. I still used it.


  I stretched beneath my sheets, turning my head toward where the bag rested. I wondered how much time she’d spent picking out the right one.


  Maybe Daphne was right. We had more history than I’d recognized. We’d lived our relationship through scattered visits and sporadic phone calls, so I never would have dreamed it added up to as much as it truly did.


  And now she was on a plane back to France, where Frederick was waiting for her.


  I climbed out of bed, shrugged off my rumpled shirt and suit pants, and made my way to the shower. As the water washed away the remnants of my birthday, I tried to dismiss my thoughts.


  But I couldn’t shelve her nagging accusation about the state of my heart. Did I not know love at all? Had I tasted it and cast it off? And if so, how was I supposed to navigate the Selection?


  Advisors ran around the palace with stacks of entry forms for the Selection, smiling at me like they knew something I didn’t. From time to time, one would pat me on the back or whisper an encouraging remark, as if they sensed that I was suddenly doubting the one thing in my life I’d always counted on, the one thing I hoped for.


  “Today’s batch is very promising,” one would say.


  “You’re a lucky man,” another commented.


  But as the entries piled up, all I could think about was Daphne and her cutting words.


  I should have been studying the figures of the financial report before me, but instead I studied my father. Had he somehow sabotaged me? Made it so I was missing a fundamental understanding of what it meant to be in a romantic relationship? I’d seen him interact with my mother. There was affection between them, if not passion. Wasn’t that enough? Was that what I was meant to be aiming for?


  I stared into space, debating. Maybe he thought that if I sought anything more, I’d have a terrible time traversing the Selection. Or perhaps that I’d be disappointed if I didn’t find something life-changing. It was probably for the best that I never mentioned I was hoping for just that.


  But maybe he had no such designs. People simply are who they are. Father was strict, a sword sharpened under the pressure of running a country that was surviving constant wars and rebel attacks. Mother was a blanket, softened by growing up with nothing, and ever seeking to protect and comfort.


  I knew in my core I was more like her than him. Not something I minded, but Father did.


  So maybe making me slow about expressing myself was intentional, part of the process intended to harden me.


  You’re too stupid to see love when it stands right in front of you.


  “Snap out of it, Maxon.” I whipped my head toward my father’s voice.


  “Sir?”


  His face was tired. “How many times do I have to tell you? The Selection is about making a solid, rational choice, not another opportunity for you to daydream.”


  An advisor walked into the room, handing a letter to Father as I straightened the stack of papers, tapping them against the desk. “Yes, sir.”


  He read the paper, and I looked at him one last time.


  Maybe.


  No.


  At the end of the day, no. He wanted to make me a man, not a machine.


  With a grunt, he crumpled the paper and threw it in the trash. “Damn rebels.”


  I spent the better part of the next morning working in my room, away from prying eyes. I felt much more productive when I was alone, and if I wasn’t productive, at least I wasn’t being chastised. I guessed that wouldn’t last all day, based on the invitation I received.


  “You called for me?” I asked, stepping into my father’s private office.


  “There you are,” Father said, his eyes wide. He rubbed his hands together. “Tomorrow’s the day.”


  I drew in a breath. “Yes. Do we need to go over the format for the Report?”


  “No, no.” He put a hand on my back to move me forward, and I straightened instantly, following his lead. “It’ll be simple enough. Introduction, a little chat with Gavril, and then we’ll broadcast the names and faces of the girls.”


  I nodded. “Sounds . . . easy.”


  When we reached the edge of his desk, he placed his hand on a thick stack of folders. “These are them.”


  I looked down. Stared. Swallowed.


  “Now, about twenty-five or so have rather obvious qualities that would be perfect for a new princess. Excellent families, ties to other countries that might be very valuable. Some of them are just extraordinarily beautiful.” Uncharacteristically, he playfully elbowed my rib, and I stepped to the side. None of this was a game. “Sadly, not all of the provinces offered up anyone worth note. So, to make it all appear a bit more random, we used those areas to add in a bit more diversity. You’ll see we got a few Fives in the mix. Nothing below that, though. We have to have some standards.”


  I played his words in my head again. All this time, I thought it would be fate or destiny . . . but it was just him.


  He ran his thumb down the stack, and the edges of the papers smacked together.


  “Do you want a peek?” he asked.


  I looked at the pile again. Names, photos, and lists of accomplishments. All the essential details were there. Still, I knew for a fact the form didn’t ask anything about what made them laugh or urge them to spill their darkest secret. Here sat a compilation of attributes, not people. And based on those statistics, they were my only choices.


  “You chose them?” I pulled my eyes from the papers and looked to him.


  “Yes.”


  “All of them?”


  “Essentially,” he said with a smile. “Like I said, there are a few there for the sake of the show, but I think you’ve got a very promising lot. Far better than mine.”


  “Did your father choose for you?”


  “Some. But it was different then. Why do you ask?”


  I thought back. “This is what you meant, wasn’t it? When you said it was years of work on your end?”


  “Well, we had to make sure certain girls would be of age, and in some provinces we had several options. But, trust me, you’re going to love them.”


  “Am I?”


  Love them? As if he cared. As if this wasn’t just another way to push the crown, the palace, and himself ahead.


  Suddenly, his offhand comment about Daphne being a waste made sense. He didn’t care if I was close to her because she was charming or good company; he cared that she was France. Not even a person to him. And since he basically had what he needed from France, she was useless in his eyes. Had she proven valuable, I had no doubt that he would have been willing to throw a beloved tradition out this window.


  He sighed. “Don’t mope. I thought you’d be excited. Don’t you even want to look?”


  I straightened my suit coat. “As you’ve said, this is nothing to daydream over. I’ll see them when everyone else does. If you’ll excuse me, I need to finish reading the amendment you drafted.”


  I walked away without waiting for approval, but I felt certain my answer would be a sufficient enough excuse to let me leave.


  Maybe it wasn’t exactly sabotage, but it certainly felt like a trap. To find one girl I liked out of dozens he handpicked? How was that supposed to happen?


  I told myself to calm down. He picked Mom, after all, and she was a wonderful, beautiful, intelligent person. But that happened without this level of interference, it seemed. And things were different now, or so he claimed.


  Between Daphne’s words, Father’s interloping, and my own growing fears, I was dreading the Selection like never before.


  CHAPTER 4


  WITH JUST FIVE MINUTES TO go before my entire future unfolded in front of me, I found myself prepared to vomit at a moment’s notice.


  A very kind makeup woman was dabbing sweat off my brow.


  “Are you all right, sir?” she asked, moving the cloth.


  “I was just lamenting that with all the lipstick you have over there, not a one appears to be my shade.” Mom said that sometimes: not my shade. Not really sure what it meant.


  She giggled, as did Mom and her makeup woman.


  “I think I’m good,” I told the girl, looking in the mirrors set up in the back of the studio. “Thank you.”


  “Me, too,” Mom said, and the two young women walked away.


  I toyed with a container, trying not to think about the passing seconds.


  “Maxon, sweetie, are you really okay?” Mom asked, looking not at me but at my reflection. I looked back at hers.


  “It’s just . . . it’s . . .”


  “I know. It’s nerve-racking for everyone involved, but at the end of the day, it’s just hearing the names of a few girls. That’s all.”


  I inhaled slowly and nodded. That was one way to look at it. Names. That was all that was happening. Just a list of names and nothing more.


  I drew in another breath.


  It was a good thing I hadn’t eaten much today.


  I turned and walked to my seat on the set, where Father was already waiting.


  He shook his head. “Get it together. You look like hell.”


  “How did you do this?” I begged.


  “I faced it with confidence because I was the prince. As will you. Need I remind you that you’re the prize?” His face looked tired again, like I ought to have already grasped this. “They’re competing for you, not the other way around. Your life isn’t changing at all, except you’ll have to deal with a couple of overly excited females for a few weeks.”


  “What if I don’t like any of them?”


  “Then pick the one you hate the least. Preferably one that’s useful. Don’t worry on that count, though; I’ll help.”


  If he intended that to be a calming thought, he failed.


  “Ten seconds,” someone called, and my mother came to her seat, giving me a comforting wink.


  “Remember to smile,” Father prompted, and turned to face the cameras confidently.


  Suddenly the anthem was playing and people were speaking. I realized I ought to be paying attention, but all of my focus was driven toward keeping a calm and happy expression on my face.


  I didn’t register much until I heard Gavril’s familiar voice.


  “Good evening, Your Majesty,” he said, and I swallowed in fear before realizing he was addressing my father.


  “Gavril, always good to see you.”


  “Looking forward to the announcement?”


  “Ah, yes. I was in the room yesterday as a few were drawn; all very lovely girls.” He was so smooth, so natural.


  “So you know who they are already?” Gavril asked excitedly.


  “Just a few, just a few.” A complete fabrication, pulled off with incredible ease.


  “Did he happen to share any of this information with you, sir?” Now Gavril was talking to me, the glint from his lapel pin sparkling in the bright lights as he moved.


  Father turned to me, his eyes reminding me to smile. I did so and answered.


  “Not at all. I’ll see them when everyone else does.” Ugh, I should have said the ladies, not them. They were guests, not pets. I discreetly wiped the sweat from my palms on my pants.


  “Your Majesty,” Gavril said, moving to my mother. “Any advice for the Selected?”


  I watched her. How long did it take for her to become so poised, so flawless? Or was she always that way? A bashful tilt of her head and even Gavril melted.


  “Enjoy your last night as an average girl. Tomorrow, no matter what, your life will be different forever.” Yes, ladies, yours and mine both. “And it’s old advice, but it’s good: be yourself.”


  “Wise words, my queen, wise words.” He turned with a wide sweep of his arm to the cameras. “And with that, let us reveal the thirty-five young ladies chosen for the Selection. Ladies and gentlemen, please join me in congratulating the following Daughters of Illéa.”


  I watched the monitors as the national emblem popped up, leaving a small box in the corner showing my face. What? They were going to watch me the whole time?


  Mom put her hand on mine, just out of the sight of the camera. I breathed in. Then out. Then in again.


  Just a bunch of names. Not a big deal. Not like they were announcing one, and she was it.


  “Miss Elayna Stoles of Hansport, Three,” Gavril read off a card. I worked hard to smile a little brighter. “Miss Tuesday Keeper of Waverly, Four,” he continued.


  Still looking excited, I bent toward Father. “I feel sick,” I whispered.


  “Just breathe,” he answered back through his teeth. “You should have looked yesterday; I knew it.”


  “Miss Fiona Castley of Paloma, Three.”


  I looked over to Mom. She smiled. “Very pretty.”


  “Miss America Singer of Carolina, Five.”


  I heard the word Five and realized that must have been one of Father’s throwaway picks. I didn’t even catch the picture, as my new plan was to stare just above the monitors and smile.


  “Miss Mia Blue of Ottaro, Three.”


  It was too much to absorb. I’d learn their names and faces later, when the nation wasn’t watching.


  “Miss Celeste Newsome of Clermont, Two.” I raised my eyebrows, not that I even saw her face. If she was a Two, she must be an important one, so I’d better look impressed.


  “Clarissa Kelley of Belcourt, Two.”


  As the list rolled on, I smiled to the point that my cheeks ached. All I could think of was how much this meant to me—how a huge part of my life was falling into place right now—and I couldn’t even rejoice in it. If I’d picked the names myself out of a bowl in a private room, saw their faces on my own, before anyone else, how that would have changed everything in this moment.


  These girls were mine, the only thing in the world that might ever truly feel that way.


  And then they weren’t.


  “And there you have it!” Gavril announced. “Those are our beautiful Selection candidates. Over the next week they will be prepared for their trip to the palace, and we will eagerly await their arrival. Tune in next Friday for a special edition of the Report devoted exclusively to getting to know these spectacular women. Prince Maxon,” he said, turning my way, “I congratulate you, sir. Such a stunning group of young women.”


  “I’m quite speechless,” I replied, not lying in the slightest.


  “Don’t worry, sir, I’m sure the girls will do most of the talking once they arrive next Friday. And to you”—he spoke to the camera—“don’t forget to stay tuned for all the latest Selection updates right here on the Public Access Channel. Good night, Illéa!”


  The anthem played, the lights went down, and I finally let my posture relax.


  Father stood and gave me a firm and startling pat on the back. “Well done. That was a vast deal better than I thought you’d fare.”


  “I have no clue what just happened.”


  He laughed along with a handful of advisors who were lingering on set. “I told you, son, you’re the prize. There’s no need to be stressed. Don’t you agree, Amberly?”


  “I assure you, Maxon, the ladies have much more to worry about than you do,” she confirmed, rubbing my arm.


  “Exactly,” Father said. “Now, I’m starving. Let’s enjoy our last few peaceful meals together.”


  I stood, walking slowly, and Mom kept my pace.


  “That was a blur,” I whispered.


  “We’ll get the photos and applications to you so you can study them at your leisure. It’s just like getting to know anyone. Treat it like spending time with any of your other friends.”


  “I don’t have very many friends, Mom.”


  She gave me a knowing smile. “Yes, it’s confining in here,” she agreed. “Well, think about Daphne.”


  “What about her?” I asked, a bit on edge.


  Mom didn’t notice. “She’s a girl, and you two have always been friendly. Pretend it’s just like that.”


  I faced forward. Without realizing it, she soothed a huge fear in my heart while stoking another.


  Since our fight, whenever I thought about Daphne, it wasn’t about how she might be getting along with Frederick right now, or how much I missed her company. All I thought about were her accusations.


  If I was in love with her, certainly it would be all of her attributes that filled my head. Or tonight, as the Selected girls were listed, I would have wished her name were in there somewhere.


  Maybe Daphne was right, and I didn’t know how to properly show love. But even if that were the case, I knew with a growing certainty that I didn’t love her.


  A corner of my soul rejoiced in knowing that I wasn’t missing out on something. I could enter the Selection with no restraints on my affection. But in another space, I mourned. At least if I had misunderstood my emotions, I could boast at the fact that once upon a time, I’d been in love, that I knew what it felt like. But I still had no clue. I supposed it was always meant to be that way.


  CHAPTER 5


  IN THE END, I DIDN’T look at the applications. I had a lot of reasons to not bother, but ultimately, I convinced myself it was best if it was a clean slate for all of us once we were introduced. Besides, if Father had pored over all the candidates in detail, maybe I didn’t want to.


  I held a comfortable distance between the Selection and myself . . . until the event crossed my threshold.


  Friday morning, I was walking along the third floor, and I heard the musical laugh of two girls on the open stairwell of the second floor. A perky voice gushed, “Can you believe we’re here?” and they burst into giggles again.


  I cursed aloud and ran into the closest room, because it had been stressed to me over and over again that I was to meet the girls all at once on Saturday. No one told me why it was so important, but I believed it had something to do with their makeovers. If a Five stepped into the palace without any sort of help, well, I couldn’t say she’d have much of a chance. Maybe it was to make everything fair. I discreetly left the room I’d ducked into and went back to my own, trying to forget the incident altogether.


  But then a second time as I was walking to drop something off in Father’s office, I heard the floating voice of a girl I did not know, and it sent a jolt of anxiety through my entire being. I went back to my room and cleaned all of my camera lenses meticulously and reorganized all my equipment. I busied myself until nightfall, when I knew the girls would be in their rooms, and I could walk.


  It was one of those traits that tended to get on Father’s nerves. He said it made him nervous that I moved around so much. What could I say? I thought better on my feet.


  The palace was quiet. If I didn’t know better, I wouldn’t have guessed that we had so much company. Maybe things wouldn’t be so different if I didn’t focus on the change.


  As I made my way to the end of the hall, I was faced with all the what ifs that were plaguing me. What if none of the girls was someone I could love? What if none of them loved me? What if my soul mate was bypassed because someone more valuable was chosen from her province?


  I sat down at the top of the stairs and put my head in my hands. How was I supposed to do this? How was I meant to find someone who I loved, who loved me, who my parents approved of, and the people adored? Not to mention someone who was smart, attractive, and accomplished, someone I could present to all the presidents and ambassadors who came our way.


  I told myself to pull it together, to think about the positive what ifs. What if I had a spectacular time getting to know these ladies? What if they were all charming and funny and beautiful? What if the very girl I cared for the most would appease my father beyond any expectations either of us had? What if my perfect match was lying in her bed right now, hoping the best for me?


  Maybe . . . maybe this could be everything I’d dreamed it would be, back before it became all too real. This was my chance to find a partner. For so long, Daphne was the only person I could confide in; no one else quite understood our lives. But now, I could welcome someone else into my world, and it would be better than anything I’d ever had before because . . . because she would be mine.


  And I would be hers. We would be there for each other. She would be what my mother was to my father: a source of comfort, the calm that grounded him. And I could be her guide, her protector.


  I stood and moved downstairs, feeling confident. I just had to hold on to this feeling. I told myself that this was what the Selection would really be for me. It was hope.


  By the time I hit the first floor, I was actually smiling. I wasn’t relaxed, exactly, but I was determined.


  “ . . . outside,” someone gasped, the fragile voice echoing down the hallway. What was happening?


  “Miss, you need to get back to your room now.” I squinted down the hall and saw in a patch of moonlight that a guard was blocking a girl—a girl!—from the doorway. It was dark, so I couldn’t make out much of her face, but she had brilliant red hair, like honey and roses and the sun all together.


  “Please.” She was looking more and more distressed as she stood there shaking. I walked closer, trying to decide what to do.


  The guard said something I couldn’t make out. I kept walking, trying to make sense of the scene.


  “I . . . I can’t breathe,” she said, falling into the guard’s arms as he dropped his staff to catch her. He seemed kind of irritated about it.


  “Let her go!” I ordered, finally getting to them. Rules be damned, I couldn’t let this girl be hurt.


  “She collapsed, Your Majesty,” the guard explained. “She wanted to go outside.”


  I knew the guards were just trying to keep us all safe, but what could I do? “Open the doors,” I commanded.


  “But . . . Your Majesty . . .”


  I fixed him with a serious gaze. “Open the doors and let her go. Now!”


  “Right away, Your Highness.”


  The guard by the door went to work opening the lock, and I watched the girl sway slightly in the other’s arms as she tried to stand. The moment the double doors opened, a rush of warm, sweet Angeles wind enveloped us. As soon as she felt it on her bare arms, she was moving.


  I went to the door and watched as she staggered through the garden, her bare feet making dull sounds on the smoothed gravel. I’d never seen a girl in a nightgown before, and while this particular young lady wasn’t exactly graceful at the moment, it was still strangely inviting.


  I realized the guards were watching her, too, and that bothered me.


  “As you were,” I said in a low voice. They cleared their throats and turned back to face the hallway. “Stay here unless I call for you,” I instructed, and walked into the garden.


  I had a hard time seeing her, but I could hear her. She was breathing heavily, and sounded almost like she was weeping. I hoped that wasn’t the case. Finally I saw her collapse in the grass with her arms and head resting on a stone bench.


  She didn’t seem to notice that I’d approached, so I stood there a moment, waiting for her to look up. After a while I was starting to feel a little awkward. I figured she’d at least want to thank me, so I spoke.


  “Are you all right, my dear?”


  “I am not your dear,” she said angrily as she whipped her head to look at me. She was still hidden by shadows, but her hair flashed in the sliver of moonlight that made its way through the clouds.


  Still, face lit or hidden, I got the full intention of her words. Where was the gratitude? “What have I done to offend you? Did I not just give you the very thing you asked for?”


  She didn’t answer me, but turned away, back to her crying. Why did women have such a high inclination to tears? I didn’t want to be rude, but I had to ask.


  “Excuse me, dear, are you going to keep crying?”


  “Don’t call me that! I am no more dear to you than the thirty-four other strangers you have here in your cage.”


  I smiled to myself. One of my many worries was that these girls would be in a constant state of presenting the best sides of themselves, trying to impress me. I kept dreading that I’d spend weeks getting to know someone, think she was the one, and then after the wedding, some new person would come to the surface who I couldn’t stand.


  And here was one who didn’t care who I was. She was scolding me!


  I circled her as I thought about what she said. I wondered if my habit of walking would bother her. If it did, would she say so?


  “That is an unfair statement. You are all dear to me,” I said. Yes, I’d been avoiding anything having to do with the Selection, but that didn’t mean the girls weren’t precious in my eyes. “It is simply a matter of discovering who shall be the dearest.”


  “Did you really just use the word shall?” she asked incredulously.


  “I’m afraid I did,” I answered with a chuckle. “Forgive me, it’s a product of my education.” She muttered something unintelligible. “I’m sorry?”


  “It’s ridiculous!” she yelled. My, she had a temper. Father must not know much about this one. Certainly, no girl with this disposition would have made it into the pool if he had. It was lucky for her that I was the one who came upon her in her distress, and not him. She would have been sent home about five minutes ago.


  “What is?” I inquired, though I was sure she was referencing this very moment. I’d never experienced anything quite like this.


  “This contest! The whole thing! Haven’t you ever loved anyone at all? Is this really how you want to pick a wife? Are you really so shallow?”


  That stung. Shallow? I went to sit on the bench, so it would be easier to talk. I wanted this girl, whoever she was, to understand where I was coming from, what things looked like from my end. I tried not to get distracted by the curve of her waist and hip and leg, even the look of her bare foot.


  “I can see how I would seem that way, how this whole thing could seem like it’s nothing more than cheap entertainment,” I said, nodding. “But in my world, I am very guarded. I don’t meet very many women. The ones I do are daughters of diplomats, and we usually have very little to discuss. And that’s when we manage to speak the same language.”


  I smiled, thinking of the awkward moments when I had to sit through long dinners in silence next to young women who I was meant to entertain, and failing dismally because the translators were busy talking politics. I looked to the girl, expecting her to laugh along with me for my trouble. When her tight lips refused to smile, I cleared my throat and moved on.


  “Circumstances being what they are,” I said, fidgeting with my hands, “I haven’t had the opportunity to fall in love.” She seemed to forget I wasn’t really allowed to until now. Then I was curious. Hoping I wasn’t alone, I voiced my most intimate question. “Have you?”


  “Yes,” she said. She sounded both proud and sad in a single word.


  “Then you have been quite lucky.”


  I looked at the grass for a moment. I continued on, not wanting to linger on my rather embarrassing lack of experience.


  “My mother and father were married this way and are quite happy. I hope to find happiness, too. To find a woman who all of Illéa can love, someone to be my companion and to help entertain the leaders of other nations. Someone who will befriend my friends and be my confidante. I’m ready to find my wife.”


  Even I could hear the desperation, the hope, the longing. The doubt crept back in. What if no one here could love me?


  No, I told myself, this will be a good thing.


  I looked down at this girl, who seemed desperate in her own way. “Do you really feel like this is a cage?”


  “Yes, I do,” she breathed. Then, a second later, “Your Majesty.”


  I laughed. “I’ve felt that way more than once myself. But, you must admit, it is a very beautiful cage.”


  “For you,” she shot back skeptically. “Fill your beautiful cage with thirty-four other men all fighting over the same thing. See how nice it is then.”


  “Have there really been arguments over me? Don’t you all realize I’m the one doing the choosing?” I didn’t know whether to feel excited or worried, but it was interesting to think about. Maybe if someone really wanted me that much, I’d want them, too.


  “Actually, that was unfair,” she added. “They’re fighting over two things. Some fight for you; others fight for the crown. And they all think they’ve already figured out what to say and do so your choice will be obvious.”


  “Ah, yes. The man or the crown. I’m afraid some cannot tell the difference.” I shook my head and stared into the grass.


  “Good luck there,” she said comically.


  But there was nothing comical about it. Here was another one of my biggest fears being confirmed. Again my curiosity overwhelmed me, though I was sure she would lie.


  “Which do you fight for?”


  “Actually, I’m here by mistake.”


  “Mistake?” How was that possible? If she put her name in, and it was drawn, and she willingly came here . . .


  “Yes. I sort of—well, it’s a long story,” she said. I would have to learn what that was all about eventually. “And now . . . I’m here. And I’m not fighting. My plan is to enjoy the food until you kick me out.”


  I couldn’t help myself. I burst out laughing. This girl was the antithesis of everything I’d been expecting. Waiting to be kicked out? Here for the food? I was, surprisingly, enjoying this. Maybe it would all be as simple as Mom said it would be, and I could get to know the candidates over time, like I did with Daphne.


  “What are you?” I asked. She couldn’t be more than a Four if she was so excited about the food.


  “I’m sorry?” she asked, not catching my meaning.


  I didn’t want to be insulting, so I started high. “A Two? Three?”


  “Five.”


  So this was one of the Fives. I knew Father wouldn’t be thrilled about me being friendly with her, but after all, he was the one who let her in. “Ah, yes, then food would probably be good motivation to stay.” I chuckled again, and tried to find out the name of this entertaining young woman. “I’m sorry, I can’t read your pin in the dark.”


  She gave a slight shake of her head. If she asked why I didn’t know her name yet I wondered which would sound better: a lie—that I had far too much work to do to put them to memory at the moment—or the truth—that I was so nervous about all this, I’d been putting it off until the last second.


  Which I suddenly realized I’d just passed.


  “I’m America.”


  “Well, that’s perfect,” I said with a laugh. Based on her name alone, I couldn’t believe she’d made the cut. That was the name of the old country, a stubborn and flawed land we rebuilt into something strong. Then again, maybe that was why Father let her in: to show he had no fear or worries about our past, even if the rebels clung to it foolishly.


  For me, there was something musical about the word. “America, my dear, I do hope you find something in this cage worth fighting for. After all this, I can only imagine what it would be like to see you actually try.”


  I left the bench and knelt beside her, taking her hand. She was looking at our fingers and not into my eyes, and thank goodness for that. If she were, she’d have seen how absolutely floored I was the first time I finally, truly saw her. The clouds moved at just the right moment, fully lighting her face by the moon. As if it weren’t enough that she was willing to stand up to me and clearly unafraid to be herself, she was dazzlingly beautiful.


  Underneath thick lashes were eyes blue as ice, something cool to balance out the flames in her hair. Her cheeks were smooth and slightly blushed from crying. And her lips, soft and pink, slightly parted as she studied our hands.


  I felt a strange flutter in my chest, like the glow of a fireplace or the warmth of the afternoon. It stayed there for a moment, playing with my pulse.


  I mentally chastised myself. How typical to become so infatuated with the first girl I was ever allowed to actually have any sort of feelings for. It was foolish, too quick to be real, and I pushed the warmth away. All the same, I didn’t want to dismiss her. Time might prove that she was someone worth having in the running. America was clearly someone I’d need to win over, and that might take time. But I would start right now.


  “If it would make you happy, I could let the staff know you prefer the garden. Then you can come out here at night without being manhandled by the guard. I would prefer if you had one nearby, though.” No need to worry her with just how often we were attacked. So long as a guard was close, she should be fine.


  “I don’t . . . I don’t think I want anything from you.” She gently pulled her hand away and looked at the grass.


  “As you wish.” I was a little disappointed. What horrible thing had I done to make her push me away? Maybe this girl was unwinnable. “Will you be heading inside soon?”


  “Yes,” she whispered.


  “Then I’ll leave you with your thoughts. There will be a guard near the door waiting for you.” I wanted her to take her time, but I dreaded some unexpected assault hurting any of the girls, even this girl who seemed to have developed a serious distaste for me.


  “Thank you, um, Your Majesty.” I heard a sort of vulnerability in her voice, and realized that maybe it wasn’t me. Maybe she was just overwhelmed by everything that was happening to her. How could I blame her for that? I decided to risk rejection again.


  “Dear America, will you do me a favor?” I took her hand once more, and she looked up to me with a skeptical face. There was something about those eyes on me, like she was searching for truth in mine and would have it at all costs.


  “Maybe.”


  Her tone gave me hope, and I grinned. “Don’t mention this to the others. Technically, I’m not supposed to meet you until tomorrow, and I don’t want anyone getting upset.” I gave a light snort, and I immediately wished I could take it back. Sometimes I had the worst laugh. “Though I wouldn’t call you yelling at me anything close to a romantic tryst, would you?”


  Finally America gave me a playful smirk. “Not at all!” She paused and let out a breath. “I won’t tell.”


  “Thank you.” I should have been happy enough with her smile, should have walked away at that. But something in me—perhaps being raised to always push forward, to succeed—urged me to take one step more. I pulled her hand to my lips and kissed it. “Good night.” I left before she had a chance to chastise me or I had an opportunity to do anything else stupid.


  I wanted to look back and see her expression, but if it was something in the area of disgust, I didn’t think I could bear it. If Father could read my thoughts right now, he’d be less than pleased. By now, after everything, I ought to be tougher than this.


  When I got to the doors, I turned to the guards. “She needs a moment. If she’s not in within half an hour, kindly urge her to come inside.” I met both of their eyes, making sure they grasped the concept. “It would also behoove you to refrain from mentioning this to anyone. Understood?”


  They nodded, and I made my way to the main stairwell. As I walked I heard one guard whisper, “What’s behoove?”


  I rolled my eyes and continued up the stairs. Once I made it to the third floor, I practically ran to my room. I had a huge balcony that overlooked the gardens. I wasn’t going to step outside and let her know I was watching, but I did go to the window and pull back the curtain.


  She stayed maybe ten minutes or so, seeming calmer by the minute. I watched as she wiped her face, brushed off her nightgown, and headed inside. I debated hopping into the hallway on the second floor so we could accidentally-on-purpose meet again. But I thought better of it. She was upset tonight, probably not herself. If I was going to have a chance at all, I’d have to wait until tomorrow.


  Tomorrow . . . when thirty-four other girls would be placed before me. Oh, I was an idiot to wait so long. I went to my desk and dug out the stack of files about the girls, studying their pictures. I didn’t know whose idea it was to put the names on the back, but that was far less than helpful. I grabbed a pen and transcribed the names to the front. Hannah, Anna . . . how was I supposed to keep that straight? Jenna, Janelle, and Camille . . . seriously? That was going to be a disaster. I had to learn at least a few. Then I’d just rely on the pins until I got the names straight.


  Because I could do this. I could do it well. I had to. I had to prove, finally, that I could lead, make decisions. How else would anyone trust me as their king? How would the king himself trust me at all?


  I focused on standouts. Celeste . . . I remembered the name. One of my advisors had mentioned she was a model and showed me a picture of her in a bathing suit on the glossy pages of a magazine. She was probably the sexiest candidate, and I certainly wouldn’t hold that against her. Lyssa jumped out at me, but not in a good way. Unless she had a winning personality, she wasn’t even in the running. Maybe that was a bit shallow, but was it so bad that I wanted someone attractive? Ah, Elise. Based on the exotic slant of her eyes, she was the girl Father had mentioned who had family in New Asia. She’d be in the running on that alone.


  America.


  I studied her picture. Her smile was absolutely radiant.


  What made her smile so brightly, then? Was it me? Had whatever she felt for me that day passed? She didn’t seem very happy to meet me. But . . . she did smile in the end.


  Tomorrow I would have to start fresh with her. I wasn’t sure of what I was looking for, but so much of what seemed right was staring back at me in that photograph. Maybe it was her will or her honesty, maybe it was the soft skin on the back of her hand or her perfume . . . but I knew, with a singular clarity, that I wanted her to like me.


  How exactly was I supposed to do that?


  CHAPTER 6


  I HELD THE BLUE TIE up. No. The tan? No. Was I going to have this much trouble getting dressed every day?


  I wanted to make a good first impression with these girls—and a good second impression with one—and apparently I was convinced this all hung on picking out the right tie. I sighed. These girls were already turning me into a puddle of stupid.


  I tried to follow my mother’s advice and be myself, flaws and all. Going with the first tie I’d picked up, I finished getting dressed and smoothed my hair back.


  I walked out the door and found my parents by the stairwell having a hushed conversation. I debated taking a back route, not wanting to interrupt them, but my mother waved me over.


  Once I reached them, she started tugging on my sleeves, then moved to my back to smooth my coat. “Remember,” she said, “they’re swarming with nerves, and the thing to do right now is make them feel at home.”


  “Act like a prince,” Father urged. “Remember who you are.”


  “There’s no rush to make a decision.” Mom touched my tie. “That’s a nice one.”


  “But don’t keep anyone around if you know you don’t want them. The sooner we get to the true candidates, the better.”


  “Be polite.”


  “Be confident.”


  “Just talk.”


  Father sighed. “This isn’t a joke. Remember that.”


  Mom held me at arm’s length. “You’re going to be fantastic.” She pulled me in for a big hug, and backed away to restraighten everything.


  “All right, son. Go on,” Father said, gesturing to the stairs.


  “We’ll be waiting in the dining hall.”


  I felt dizzy. “Um, yes. Thank you.”


  I paused for a minute to catch my breath. I knew they were trying to help, but they’d managed to throw off any sense of calm I’d built. I reminded myself that this was just me saying hello, that the girls were hoping this would work out as much as I was.


  And then I remembered that I was going to get to speak to America again. At the very least, that should be entertaining. With that in mind I breezed down the stairs to the first floor and made my way to the Great Room. I took one deep breath and gave a knock on the door before pulling it open.


  There, past the guards, waited the collection of girls. Cameras flashed, capturing both their reaction and mine. I smiled at their hopeful faces, feeling calmer just because they all looked so pleased to be here.


  “Your Majesty.” I turned and caught Silvia coming up from her curtsy. I nearly forgot that she would be there, instructing them in protocol the way she instructed me when I was younger.


  “Hello, Silvia. If you don’t mind, I would like to introduce myself to these young women.”


  “Of course,” she said breathlessly, bending again. She could be so dramatic sometimes.


  I surveyed the faces, looking for the flame of her hair. It took a moment, as I was a bit distracted by the light glinting off nearly every wrist, ear, and neck in the room. I finally found her, a few rows in on the end, looking at me with a different expression than the others. I smiled, but instead of smiling back, she looked confused.


  “Ladies, if you don’t mind,” I started, “one at a time, I’ll be calling you over to meet with me. I’m sure you’re all eager to eat, as am I. So I won’t take up too much of your time. Do forgive me if I’m slow with names; there are quite a few of you.”


  Some of the girls giggled, and I was happy to realize I could identify more of them than I thought I would. I went to the young lady in the front corner, and extended my hand. She took it enthusiastically, and we walked over to the couches that I knew would be set up specifically for this purpose.


  Sadly, Lyssa was no more attractive in person than she was in her picture. Still, she deserved the benefit of the doubt, so we spoke all the same.


  “Good morning, Lyssa.”


  “Good morning, Your Majesty.” She smiled so widely, it looked like it must hurt her to do so.


  “How are you finding the palace?”


  “It’s beautiful. I’ve never seen anything so beautiful. It’s really beautiful here. Gosh, I already said that, didn’t I?”


  I answered with a smile. “It’s quite all right. I’m glad you’re so pleased. What do you do at home?”


  “I’m a Five. My whole family works exclusively in sculpting. You have some incredible pieces here. Really beautiful.”


  I tried to seem interested, but she didn’t engage me at all. Still, what if I passed on someone for no good reason?


  “Thank you. Um, how many siblings do you have?”


  After a few minutes of conversation in which she used the word beautiful no less than twelve times, I knew that there was nothing else I wanted to know about this girl.


  It was time for me to move on, but it seemed so cruel to keep her here knowing there was no chance for us. I decided that I was going to start making cuts here and now. It would be kinder to the girls, and maybe also impress Father. After all, he did say he wanted me to make some real choices in my life.


  “Lyssa, thank you so much for your time. Once I’m done with everyone, would you mind staying a little longer so I could speak with you?”


  She blushed. “Absolutely.”


  We rose, and I felt awful knowing that she assumed that request meant something it didn’t. “Would you please send the next young lady over?”


  She nodded and curtsied before she went to get the girl beside her, who I recognized immediately as Celeste Newsome. It would take a dim man indeed to forget that face.


  “Good morning, Lady Celeste.”


  “Good morning, Your Majesty,” she said as she curtsied. Her voice was sugary, and I realized right away that many of these girls might have a hold on me. Maybe all this worry about not being able to love any of them wasn’t the true problem. Maybe I’d fall for all of them and never be able to choose.


  I motioned for her to sit across from me. “I understand you model.”


  “I do,” she answered brightly, thrilled to see I already knew this about her. “Primarily clothing. I’ve been told I have a good shape for it.”


  Of course, at those words, I was forced to look at said shape, and there was no denying just how striking she was.


  “Do you enjoy your work?”


  “Oh, yes. It’s amazing how photography can capture just a split second of something exquisite.”


  I lit up. “Absolutely. I don’t know if you’re aware, but I’m very into photography myself.”


  “Really? We should do a shoot sometime.”


  “That would be wonderful.” Ah! This was going better than I thought. Within ten minutes I’d already weeded out a definite no and found someone with a common interest.


  I could have probably gone on for another hour with Celeste, but if we were ever going to eat, I really needed to hurry.


  “My dear, I’m so sorry to cut this short, but I have to meet everyone this morning,” I apologized.


  “Of course.” She stood. “I’m looking forward to finishing our conversation. Hopefully soon.”


  The way she looked at me . . . I didn’t know the proper words for it. It sent a blush to my face, and I nodded my head in a tiny bow to cover it. I took some deep breaths, focusing myself on the next girl.


  Bariel, Emmica, Tiny, and several others passed through. So far, most of them were pleasant and composed. But I was hoping for so much more than that.


  It took five more girls until anything really interesting happened. As I stepped forward to greet the slim brunette coming my way, she extended her hand. “Hi, I’m Kriss.”


  I stared at her open palm and was prepared to shake it before she pulled it back.


  “Oh, darn! I meant to curtsy!” She did, shaking her head as she rose.


  I laughed.


  “I feel so silly. The very first thing, and I got it wrong.” But she smiled it off, and it was actually kind of charming.


  “Don’t worry, my dear,” I said, gesturing for her to sit. “There’s been much worse.”


  “Really?” she whispered, excited by the news.


  “I won’t go into details, but yes. At least you were attempting to be polite.”


  Her eyes widened, and she looked over at the girls, wondering who might have been rude to me. I was glad I’d chosen to be discreet, seeing as it was last night someone called me shallow, and that was a secret.


  “So, Kriss, tell me about your family,” I began.


  She shrugged. “Typical, I guess. I live with my mom and dad, and they’re both professors. I think I’d like to teach as well, though I dabble in writing. I’m an only child, and I’m finally coming to terms with it. I begged my parents for a sibling for years. They never caved.”


  I smiled. It was tough being alone.


  “I’m sure it was because they wanted to focus all their love on you.”


  She giggled. “Is that what your parents told you?”


  I froze. No one had asked a question about me yet.


  “Well, not exactly. But I understand how you feel,” I hedged. I was about to go into the rest of my rehearsed questions, but she beat me to it.


  “How are you feeling today?”


  “All right. It’s a bit overwhelming,” I blurted, being a bit too honest.


  “At least you don’t have to wear the dresses,” she commented.


  “But think of how fun it would have been if I had.”


  A laugh tumbled out of her mouth, and I echoed it. I imagined Kriss next to Celeste, and thought of them as opposites. There was something entirely wholesome about her. I left our time together without a complete impression of her, since she kept pointing the conversation back to me, but I recognized that she was good, in the best sense of the word.


  It was nearly an hour before I got to America. In the time between the first girls and her, I’d already met three solid standouts, including Celeste and Kriss, who I knew would be favorites with the public. However, the girl just before her, Ashley, was so dismally wrong for me she washed all of those thoughts out of my head. When America stood up and moved toward me, she was the only person on my mind.


  Something about her eyes was mischievous, whether she meant it or not. I thought of how she acted last night, and I realized she was a walking rebellion.


  “America, is it?” I joked as she approached.


  “Yes, it is. And I know I’ve heard your name before, but could you remind me?”


  I laughed and invited her to sit. Leaning in, I whispered, “Did you sleep well, my dear?”


  Her eyes said I was playing with fire, but her lips carried a smile. “I am still not your dear. But yes. Once I calmed down, I slept very well. My maids had to pull me out of bed, I was so cozy.” She confessed the last bit like it was a secret.


  “I am glad you were comfortable, my . . .” Ah, I was going to have to break this habit with her. “America.”


  I could tell she appreciated my effort. “Thank you.” The smile faded from her face, and she fell into thought, absently chewing on her lip as she played with words in her head.


  “I’m very sorry I was mean to you,” she finally said. “I realized as I was trying to fall asleep that even though this is a strange situation for me, I shouldn’t blame you. You’re not the reason I got swept up in all this, and the whole Selection thing isn’t even your idea.” Glad someone noticed. “And then, when I was feeling miserable, you were nothing but nice to me, and I was, well, awful.”


  She shook her head at herself, and I noticed my heart seemed to be beating a bit faster.


  “You could have thrown me out last night, and you didn’t,” she concluded. “Thank you.”


  I was moved by her gratitude, because I already knew she was past being anything close to insincere. Which brought me to a subject I had to broach if we were going to move forward. I leaned closer, elbows on my knees, both more casual and more intense than I’d been with the others already.


  “America, you have been very up-front with me so far. That is a quality that I deeply admire, and I’m going to ask you to be kind enough to answer one question for me.”


  She gave a hesitant nod.


  “You say you’re here by mistake, so I’m assuming you don’t want to be here. Is there any possibility of you having any sort of . . . of loving feelings toward me?”


  It felt like she played with the ruffles on her dress for hours while I waited for her to answer, and I sat there convincing myself that it was only because she didn’t want to seem too eager.


  “You are very kind, Your Majesty.” Yes. “And attractive.” Yes! “And thoughtful.” YES!


  I was grinning, looking like an idiot, I’m sure, so pleased she managed to see something positive in me after last night.


  Her voice was low as she continued. “But for very valid reasons, I don’t think I could.”


  For the first time, I was grateful Father trained me so well to hold myself together. I sounded quite reasonable when I questioned her. “Would you explain?”


  She hesitated again. “I . . . I’m afraid my heart is elsewhere.”


  And then tears appeared in her eyes.


  “Oh, please don’t cry!” I begged in a hushed voice. “I never know what to do when women cry!”


  She laughed at my shortcomings and dabbed at the corners of her eyes. I was happy to see her just so, lighthearted and genuine. Of course there was someone waiting for her. A girl this real would have to have been snatched up quick by some very smart young man. I couldn’t imagine how she ended up here, but that really wasn’t my concern.


  All I knew was, even if she wasn’t mine, I wanted to leave her with a smile.


  “Would you like me to send you home to your love today?” I offered.


  She gave me a smile that was more like a grimace. “That’s the thing . . . I don’t want to go home.”


  “Really?” I leaned back, running my hand through my hair as she laughed at me again.


  If she didn’t want me, and she didn’t want him, then what the hell did she want?


  “Could I be perfectly honest with you?”


  By all means. I nodded.


  “I need to be here. My family needs me to be here. Even if you could let me stay for a week, that would be a blessing for them.”


  So she wasn’t fighting for the crown, but I still had something she wanted. “You mean you need the money?”


  “Yes.” At least she had the decency to be ashamed of it. “And there are . . . certain people,” she said with a meaningful look, “at home who I can’t bear to see right now.”


  It took a second for it all to click. They weren’t together anymore. She still cared about him, but she didn’t belong to him. I nodded, seeing the predicament. If I could get away from the pressures of my world for a week, I would take it.


  “If you would be willing to let me stay, even for a little while, I’d be willing to make a trade.”


  Now this was interesting. “A trade?” What in the world could she possibly offer?


  She bit at her lip. “If you let me stay . . .” She sighed. “All right, well, look at you. You’re the prince. You’re busy all day, what with running the country and all, and you’re supposed to narrow thirty-five, well, thirty-four girls, down to one? That’s a lot to ask, don’t you think?”


  While it sounded like a joke, the truth was she cut to the core of my anxieties with absolute clarity. I nodded at her words.


  “Wouldn’t it be much better for you if you had someone on the inside? Someone to help? Like, you know, a friend?”


  “A friend?”


  “Yes. Let me stay, and I’ll help you. I’ll be your friend. You don’t have to worry about pursuing me. You already know that I don’t have feelings for you. But you can talk to me anytime you like, and I’ll try and help. You said last night that you were looking for a confidante. Well, until you find one for good, I could be that person. If you want.”


  If I want . . . That wasn’t an option, it seemed, but at least I could help this girl. And maybe enjoy her company a little bit longer. Of course, Father would be livid if he knew I was using one of the girls for such a purpose . . . which made me like it much, much more.


  “I’ve met nearly every woman in this room, and I can’t think of one who would make a better friend. I’d be glad to have you stay.”


  I watched as the tension melted from her body. Despite the knowledge that her affections were unattainable, I couldn’t help but be drawn to try.


  “Do you think that I could still call you ‘my dear’?” I asked teasingly.


  She whispered back, “Not a chance.” Whether she meant it that way or not, it sounded like a challenge.


  “I’ll keep trying. I don’t have it in me to give up.”


  She made a face, almost irked but not exactly. “Did you call all of them that?” she asked, jerking her head toward the rest of the girls.


  “Yes, and they all seemed to like it,” I replied, playfully smug.


  The challenge in her smile was still there when she spoke. “That is the exact reason why I don’t.”


  She stood, ending our interview, and I couldn’t help but be amused by her again. None of the others were eager to cut our time together short. I gave her a small bow; she answered with a rather rough curtsy, and walked away.


  I smiled to myself thinking of America, measuring her against the other girls. She was pretty, if a bit rough around the edges. It was an uncommon type of beauty, and I could tell she wasn’t aware of it. There was a certain . . . royal air she didn’t seem to possess, though there was, perhaps, something regal in her pride. And, of course, she didn’t desire me at all. Still, I couldn’t shake the urge to pursue her.


  And that was how the Selection did its first act in my favor: if I had her here, at least I had the chance to try.
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  CHAPTER 1


  “WAKE UP, LEGER.”


  “Day off,” I mumbled, pulling the blanket over my head.


  “No one’s off today. Get up, and I’ll explain.”


  I sighed. I was normally excited to get to work. The routine, the discipline, the sense of accomplishment at the end of the day: I loved it all. Today was a different story.


  Last night’s Halloween party had been my last chance. When America and I had our one dance, and she explained Maxon’s distance, I got a minute to remind her of who we were . . . and I felt it. Those threads that bound us together were still there. Perhaps they had frayed from the strain of the Selection, but they were holding.


  “Tell me you’ll wait for me,” I’d pleaded.


  She said nothing, but I didn’t lose hope.


  Not until he was there, marching up to her, dripping charm and wealth and power. That was it. I’d lost.


  Whatever Maxon had whispered to her out on the dance floor seemed to sweep every worry from her head. She clung to him, song after song, staring into his eyes the way she used to stare into mine.


  So maybe I’d downed a little too much alcohol while I watched it happen. And maybe that vase in the foyer was broken because I threw it. And maybe I’d stifled my cries by biting my pillow so Avery wouldn’t hear me.


  If Avery’s words this morning were any indication, chances were Maxon proposed late last night, and we would all be on call for the official announcement.


  How was I supposed to face that moment? How was I supposed to stand there and protect it? He was going to give her a ring I could never afford, a life I could never provide . . . and I would hate him to my very last breath for it.


  I sat up, keeping my eyes down. “What’s happening?” I asked, my head throbbing with every syllable.


  “It’s bad. Really bad.”


  I scrunched my forehead and looked up. Avery was sitting on his bed, buttoning his shirt. Our eyes met, and I could see the worry in his.


  “What do you mean? What’s bad?” If this was some stupid drama over not finding the right colored tablecloths or something, I was going back to bed.


  Avery exhaled. “You know Woodwork? Friendly guy, smiles a lot?”


  “Yeah. We do rounds together sometimes. He’s nice.” Woodwork had been a Seven, and we’d bonded almost instantly over our large families and deceased fathers. He was a hard worker, and it was clear that he was someone who truly deserved his new caste. “Why? What’s going on?”


  Avery seemed stunned. “He got caught last night with one of the Elite girls.”


  I froze. “What? How?”


  “The cameras. Reporters were getting candid shots of people wandering around the palace and one of them heard something in a closet. Opened it up and found Woodwork with Lady Marlee.”


  “But that’s”—I almost said America’s closest friend, but caught myself just in time—“crazy,” I finished.


  “You’re telling me.” Avery picked up his socks and continued to dress. “He seemed so smart. Must have just had too much to drink.”


  He probably had, but I doubted that was why this had happened. Woodwork was smart. He wanted to take care of his family as much as I did mine. The only explanation for why he would have risked getting caught would be the same reason I had risked it: he must love Marlee desperately.


  I massaged my temples, willing the headache to clear. I couldn’t feel like this right now, not with something so big happening. My eyes popped open as I understood what this might mean.


  “Are they . . . are they going to kill them?” I asked quietly, like maybe if I said it too loud everyone would remember that was what the palace did to traitors.


  Avery shook his head, and I felt my heart start beating again. “They’re going to cane them. And the other Elite and their families are going to be front and center for it. The blocks are already set up outside the palace walls, so we’re all on standby. Get your uniform on.”


  He stood and walked to the door. “And get some coffee before you report in,” he said over his shoulder. “You look like you’re the one getting caned.”


  The third and fourth floors were high enough to see over the thick walls that protected the palace from the rest of the world, and I quickly made my way to a broad window on the fourth floor. I looked down at the seats for the royal family and the Elite, as well as the stage for Marlee and Woodwork. It seemed most of the guards and staff had the same idea I did, and I nodded at the two other guards who were standing at the window, and the one butler, his uniform looking freshly pressed but his face wrinkled with worry. Just as the palace doors opened, and the girls and their families went marching out to the thunderous cheering of the crowd, two maids came rushing up behind us. Recognizing Lucy and Mary, I made a space for them beside me.


  “Is Anne coming?” I asked.


  “No,” Mary said. “She didn’t think it was right when there was so much work to do.”


  I nodded. That sounded like her.


  I ran into America’s maids all the time since I guarded her door at night, and while I always tried to be professional in the palace, I tended to let some of the formality slip with them. I wanted to know the people who took care of my girl; in my eyes, I would forever be beholden to them for all the things they did for her.


  I looked down at Lucy and could see she was wringing her hands. Even in my short time at the palace, I had noticed that when she got stressed, her anxieties manifested themselves in a dozen physical tics. Training camp taught me to look for nervous behavior when people entered the palace, to watch those people in particular. I knew Lucy was no threat, and when I saw her in distress, I felt a need to protect her.


  “Are you sure you want to watch this?” I whispered to her. “It won’t be pretty.”


  “I know. But I really liked Lady Marlee,” she replied, just as quietly. “I feel like I should be here.”


  “She’s not a lady anymore,” I commented, sure that she would be torn down to the lowest rank possible.


  Lucy thought for a moment. “Any girl who would risk her life for someone she loves certainly deserves to be called a lady.”


  I grinned. “Excellent point.” I watched as her hands stilled and a tiny smile came to her face for a flicker of a second.


  The crowd’s cheers turned to cries of disdain as Marlee and Woodwork hobbled across the gravel and into the space cleared in front of the palace gates. The guards pulled them rather harshly, and based on his gait, I guessed Woodwork had already taken a beating.


  We couldn’t make out the words, but we watched as their crimes were announced to the world. I focused on America and her family. May looked like she was trying to hold herself in one piece, arms wrapped around her stomach protectively. Mr. Singer’s expression was uneasy, but calm. Mer just seemed confused. I wished there was a way to hold her and tell her it was going to be all right without ending up bound to a block myself.


  I remembered watching Jemmy being whipped for stealing. If I could have taken his place, I would have done it without question. At the same time, I remembered the overwhelming sense of relief that I had never been caught the few times I had stolen. I imagined America must be feeling that way right now, wishing Marlee didn’t have to go through this, but so thankful it wasn’t us.


  When the canes came down, Mary and Lucy both jumped even though we couldn’t hear anything but the crowd. There was just enough space between each lashing to allow Woodwork and Marlee to feel the pain, but not adjust to it before a new strike drove the burn in deeper. There’s an art to making people suffer. The palace seemed to have it mastered.


  Lucy covered her face with her hands and wept quietly while Mary put an arm around her for comfort.


  I was about to do the same when a flash of red hair caught my eye.


  What was she doing? Was she fighting that guard?


  Everything in my body was at war. I wanted to run down there and shove her in her seat while at the same time, I was desperate to grab her hand and take her away. I wanted to cheer her on and simultaneously beg her to stop. This wasn’t the time or place to draw attention to herself.


  I watched as America hopped the rail, the hem of her dress flying in the fall. It was then, when she slammed into the ground and regrouped, that I saw she wasn’t trying to take refuge from the nightmare in front of her but instead was focused on the steps it would take to get to Marlee.


  Pride and fear swelled in my chest.


  “Oh, my goodness!” Mary gasped.


  “Sit down, my lady!” Lucy pleaded, pressing her hands against the window.


  She was running, missing one shoe, but still refusing to give up.


  “Sit down, Lady America!” one of the guards standing by me yelled.


  She hit the bottom stair to the platform, and my brain was on fire from the pounding blood.


  “There are cameras!” I shouted at her through the glass.


  A guard finally caught her, knocking her to the ground. She thrashed, still putting up a fight. My gaze flickered to the royals; all their eyes were on the red-haired girl writhing on the ground.


  “You should get back to her room,” I told Mary and Lucy. “She’s going to need you.”


  They turned and ran. “You two,” I said to the guards. “Go downstairs and make sure extra protection isn’t needed. No telling who caught that or might be upset by it.”


  They sprinted away, heading for the first floor. I wanted to be with America, to go to her room this very second. But under the circumstances, I knew patience would be the best. It was better for her to be alone with her maids.


  Last night, I had asked America to wait for me, thinking she might be going home before me. Again, that idea came to the forefront of my mind. Would the king tolerate this?


  I was aching all over, trying to breathe and think and process.


  “Magnificent,” the butler breathed. “Such bravery.”


  He backed away from the window and went back to his duties, and I was left wondering if he meant the couple on the platform or the girl in the dirty dress. As I stood there, still taking in all that had just happened, the caning came to an end. The royals exited, the crowd dispersed, and a handful of guards were left to carry away the two limp bodies that seemed to lean toward each other, even in unconsciousness.


  CHAPTER 2


  I REMEMBERED THE DAYS OF waiting to run to the tree house, how it seemed like the watch hands were moving backward. This was a thousand times worse. I knew something was wrong. I knew she needed me. And I couldn’t get to her.


  The best I could do was switch posts with the guard who was scheduled to watch her door tonight. Until night fell and I could see her again, I’d have to bury myself in my job.


  I was heading to the kitchen for a late breakfast when I heard the complaints.


  “I want to see my daughter.” I recognized Mr. Singer’s voice, but I’d never heard him sound so desperate.


  “I’m sorry, sir. For safety reasons, we need to get you out of the palace now,” a guard answered. Lodge, by the sound of it. I poked my head around the corner, and sure enough Lodge was there trying to calm Mr. Singer.


  “But you’ve kept us caged since that disgusting display, my child was dragged away, and I haven’t seen her! I want to see her!”


  I approached them with an air of confidence and intervened. “Allow me to handle this, Officer Lodge.”


  Lodge dipped his head and stepped away. Most of the time, if I acted like I was in control, people listened to me. It was simple and effective.


  Once Lodge was down the hall, I bent in toward Mr. Singer. “You can’t talk like that here, sir. You saw what just happened, and that was over a kiss and an unzipped dress.”


  America’s dad nodded and ran his fingers through his hair. “I know. I know you’re right. I can’t believe they made her watch that. I can’t believe they did it to May.”


  “If it’s any consolation, America’s maids are very devoted, and I’m sure they’re taking care of her. There was no report of her going to the hospital wing, so she must not have gotten hurt. Not physically anyway. From what I understand”—God, how I hated saying this out loud—“Prince Maxon favors her more than the others.”


  Mr. Singer gave me a thin smile that didn’t quite meet his eyes. “True.”


  Everything in me fought against asking him what he knew. “I’m sure he’ll be very patient with her as she deals with her loss.”


  He nodded then spoke under his breath, as if he was talking to himself. “I expected more from him.”


  “Sir?”


  He took a deep breath and stood up straight. “Nothing.” Mr. Singer looked around, and I couldn’t tell if he was in awe of the palace or disgusted by it. “You know, Aspen, she’d never believe me if I told her she was good enough for this place. In a way she’s right. She’s too good for it.”


  “Shalom?” Mr. Singer and I both turned to see Mrs. Singer and May walking around the corner, carrying their bags. “We’re ready. Have you seen America?”


  May left her mother and quickly tucked herself into her father’s side. He wrapped a protective arm around her. “No. But Aspen will check on her.”


  I hadn’t said anything of that nature, but we were practically family and he knew that I would. Of course I would.


  Mrs. Singer gave me a brief hug. “I can’t tell you what a comfort it is to know you’re here, Aspen. You’re smarter than the rest of the guards combined.”


  “Don’t let them hear you say that,” I joked, and she smiled before pulling away.


  May rushed over, and I bent down a little so we were on the same level. “Here are some extra hugs. Could you go by my house and give them to my family for me?”


  She nodded into my shoulder. I waited for her to let go, but she didn’t. Suddenly she pushed her lips to my ear. “Don’t let anyone hurt her.”


  “Never.”


  She gripped me tighter, and I did the same, wanting so badly to protect her from everything around her.


  May and America were bookends, alike in more ways than either of them could see. But May was softer around the edges. No one sheltered her from the world; she sheltered herself. America had been only a few months older than May was now when we started dating, making a decision most people older than us would never have had the guts to face. But while America was aware of the bad around her, the consequences that could come if things ever went wrong, May practically skipped through life, completely blind to what was worst in the world.


  I worried that some of that innocence had been stolen from her today.


  She finally loosened her grip, and I stood, holding a hand out to Mr. Singer. He took it and spoke quietly. “I’m glad she has you. It’s like she’s got a piece of home with her.”


  My eyes locked on his, and again I was struck with the urge to ask him what he knew. I wondered if, at the very least, he suspected something. Mr. Singer’s gaze was unwavering, and, because I’d been trained, I searched his face for secrets. I could never begin to guess at what he was hiding from me, but I knew without a doubt that there was something there.


  “I’ll look after her, sir.”


  He smiled. “I know you will. Look after yourself, too. Some would argue this post is even more dangerous than New Asia. We want you to come home safe.”


  I nodded. Out of the millions of words in the world, Mr. Singer always seemed to know how to pick the handful that made you feel like you mattered.


  “I’ve never been treated so harshly,” someone muttered, rounding the corner. “And at the palace of all places.”


  Our heads collectively turned. It sounded like Celeste’s parents weren’t taking the request to leave very well either. Her mother was dragging a large bag, shaking her head in agreement with her husband, flicking her blond hair over her shoulder every few seconds. Part of me wanted to walk over and hand her a pin.


  “You there,” Mr. Newsome said to me. “Come and fetch these bags.” He dropped his suitcases on the floor.


  Mr. Singer spoke up. “He’s not your servant. He’s here to protect you. You can carry your own bags.”


  Mr. Newsome rolled his eyes and turned to his wife. “Can’t believe our baby has to associate with a Five.” He whispered the words, though he obviously intended for all of us to hear.


  “I hope she hasn’t picked up any of her sloppy manners. Our girl’s too good for that trash.” Mrs. Newsome flicked her hair again, and I could see where Celeste learned to sharpen those claws of hers. Not that I expected anything more from a Two.


  I could hardly look away from Mrs. Newsome’s wickedly happy face, except for the muffled sound next to me. May was crying into her mother’s shirt. As if this day hadn’t been hard enough already.


  “Safe trip, Mr. Singer,” I whispered. He nodded to me and escorted his family through the front doors. I could see the cars were waiting already. America was going to hate that she didn’t get to say good-bye.


  I walked over to Mr. Newsome. “Don’t let them bother you, sir. Leave your bags right here, and I’ll make sure they’re taken care of.”


  “Good lad,” Mr. Newsome said, and patted me on the back before straightening his tie and pulling his wife along with him.


  Once they were outside, I walked to the table near the entrance and pulled a pen out of the drawer. There was no chance of me getting away with doing this twice, so I had to decide which one of the Newsomes I hated more at the moment. Right now, it was Mrs. Newsome, if only for May’s sake. I unzipped her bag, stuck the pen inside, and snapped it in half. I got a dot of ink on one hand, but seeing as I had thousands of dollars’ worth of clothes in front of me to wipe it on, the mark was quickly taken care of. I watched as the Newsomes climbed into a car, then threw their bags into the trunk and allowed myself a small smile. But while destroying some of Mrs. Newsome’s clothes was satisfying, I knew it wouldn’t really affect her in the long run. She’d replace them within days. May would have to live with those words in her ears forever.


  I held the bowl close to my chest as I lifted forkfuls of eggs and chopped sausage to my mouth, eager to get outdoors. The kitchen was packed with guards and servants, wolfing down meals as they started shifts.


  “He was telling her he loved her through the entire thing,” Fry was saying. “I was posted by the platform and could hear it the whole time. Even after she passed out, Woodwork was saying it.”


  Two maids hung on his every word, one tilting her head sadly. “How could the prince do that to them? They were in love.”


  “Prince Maxon is a good man. He was just obeying the law,” the other maid shot back. “But . . . the whole time?”


  Fry nodded.


  The second maid shook her head. “No wonder Lady America ran for them.”


  I stepped around the large table, moving to the other side of the room.


  “She kneed me pretty hard,” Recen shared, wincing a little at the memory. “I couldn’t stop her from jumping; I could barely breathe.”


  I smiled to myself, though I felt for the guy.


  “That Lady America is pretty damn brave. The king could have put her on the block for something like that.” A younger butler, wide-eyed and enthusiastic, seemed to be taking the whole thing in as entertainment.


  I moved again, fearing I’d say or do something stupid if I heard any more. I passed Avery, but he only nodded. The set of his mouth and eyebrows was all I needed to see to know he wasn’t interested in company right now.


  “It could have been so much worse,” a maid whispered.


  Her companion nodded. “At least they’re alive.”


  I couldn’t escape it. A dozen conversations overlapped, mixing into one commentary in my ears. America’s name surrounded me, the word on nearly everyone’s lips. I found myself swelling with pride one moment only to plunge into anger the next.


  If Maxon truly was a decent man, America never would have been in this situation in the first place.


  I took another swing with the ax, splitting the wood. The sun felt good on my bare chest and the act of destroying something was helping me get out my rage. Rage for Woodwork and Marlee and May and America. Rage for myself.


  I lined up another piece and swung with a growl.


  “Chopping wood or trying to scare the birds?” someone called.


  I turned to see an older man a few yards away, walking a horse by the bit and wearing a vest that marked him as an outdoor palace worker. His face was wrinkled, but his age didn’t dim his smile. I had a feeling that I’d seen him around before, but I couldn’t think of the place.


  “Sorry, did I spook the horse?” I asked.


  “Nah,” he said, walking over. “Just sounds like you’re having a rough one.”


  “Well,” I answered, lifting the ax again, “today has been rough on everyone.” I swung, dividing the wood again.


  “Yep. Seems to be the case.” He rubbed the horse behind her ears. “Did you know him?”


  I paused, not really sure I felt like talking. “Not well. We had a lot in common, though. I just can’t believe it happened. Can’t believe he lost everything.”


  “Eh. Everything doesn’t seem like anything when you love someone. Especially when you’re young.”


  I studied the man. He was obviously a stable keeper, and though I could have been wrong, I was willing to guess he was younger than he looked. Maybe he’d been through something that had weathered him.


  “You’ve got a point,” I agreed. Wasn’t I willing to lose everything for Mer?


  “He’d risk it again. And so would she.”


  “So would I,” I mumbled, staring at the ground.


  “What, son?”


  “Nothing.” I shouldered the ax and grabbed another hunk of wood, hoping he’d take the hint.


  Instead he leaned against the horse. “It’s fine to be upset, but that won’t get you anywhere. You gotta think about what you can learn from this. So far, looks like all you’ve learned is how to beat up on something that can’t beat you back.”


  I swung and missed. “Look, I get that you’re trying to help, but I’m working here.”


  “That ain’t work. That’s a whole lot of misplaced anger.”


  “Well, where am I supposed to place it? On the king’s neck? On Prince Maxon’s? On yours?” I swung again and hit. “Because it’s not okay. They get away with everything.”


  “Who does?”


  “They do. The Ones. The Twos.”


  “You’re a Two.”


  I dropped the ax and yelled. “I’m a Six!” I hit my chest. “Underneath whatever uniform they put on me, I’m still a kid from Carolina, and that’s not going away.”


  He shook his head and pulled on the horse’s bridle. “Sounds like you need a girl.”


  “I got a girl,” I called at his back.


  “Then let her in. You’re swinging your fists for the wrong fight.”


  CHAPTER 3


  I LET THE HOT WATER run over me, hoping the day would follow it down the drain. I kept thinking of the stable keeper’s words, more angered by what he said than anything else that had happened.


  I let America in. I knew what I was fighting for.


  I toweled off, taking my time, trying to let the routine of getting dressed settle my mind. The starched uniform embraced my skin and with it came a sense of purpose and drive. I had work to do.


  There was an order to things, and at the end of the day, Mer would be there.


  I tried to stay focused as I walked to the king’s office on the third floor. When I knocked, Lodge opened the door. We nodded at each other as I entered the room. I didn’t always feel intimidated by the king, but within these walls I could watch as he changed thousands of lives with the flick of his finger.


  “And we’ll ban the cameras from the palace until further notice,” King Clarkson said as an advisor took notes furiously. “I’m sure the girls have learned a lesson today, but tell Silvia to up the work on their decorum.” He shook his head. “I can’t begin to imagine what possessed that girl to do something so stupid. She was the favorite.”


  Maybe your favorite, I thought, crossing the room. His desk was wide and dark, and I quietly reached for the bin that held his outgoing mail.


  “Also, make sure we keep an eye on that girl who ran.”


  My ears perked up, and I moved slower.


  The advisor shook his head. “No one even noticed her, Your Majesty. Girls are such temperamental creatures; if anyone asked, you could just blame it on her erratic emotions.”


  The king paused, pushing back in his chair. “Perhaps. Even Amberly has her moments. Still, I never liked the Five. She was a throwaway, never should have made it this far.”


  His advisor nodded thoughtfully. “Why don’t you simply send her home? Concoct a reason to eliminate her? Surely it could be done.”


  “Maxon would know. He watches those girls like a hawk. No matter,” the king said, snapping back to his desk. “She’s clearly not qualified, and sooner or later it will all surface. We’ll get aggressive if we have to. Moving on, where was that letter from the Italians?”


  I scooped up the mail and gave a quick unacknowledged bow before leaving the room. I wasn’t sure how to feel. I wanted America as far away from Maxon’s hands as possible. But the way King Clarkson talked about the Selection made me think there was something more there, maybe something dark. Could America fall victim to one of his whims? And if America was a “throwaway,” was she here by design? Brought specifically to be dismissed? If so, was there one girl who was expressly meant to be chosen? Was she still here?


  At least I’d have something to think about while I stood outside America’s door all night.


  I thumbed through the mail, reading addresses as I walked.


  In the small post room, three older men sorted the incoming and outgoing mail. There was one bin marked selected that spilled over with letters from admirers. I wasn’t sure how much of that the girls ever saw.


  “Hey there, Leger. How you doing?” Charlie asked.


  “Not great,” I confessed, placing the mail in his hands, not risking it being lost in a pile.


  “We’ve all seen better days, haven’t we? At least they’re alive.”


  “Did you hear about the girl who ran for them?” Mertin asked, spinning around in his chair. “Isn’t that something?”


  Cole turned, too. He was a pretty quiet guy, perfectly suited for the mail room, but even he was curious about this.


  Nodding, I crossed my arms. “Yeah, I heard.”


  “What do you think?” Charlie asked.


  I shrugged. It seemed that most people felt that America had acted heroically, but I knew that if anyone said that in front of someone who devoutly adored King Clarkson, they might find themselves in serious trouble. For now, neutrality was best.


  “The whole thing is a little crazy.” I’d leave the perception of crazy good or crazy bad to him.


  “Can’t deny that,” Mertin commented.


  “Gotta get to my rounds,” I said, ending the conversation. “See you tomorrow, Charlie.” I gave him a little salute and he smiled.


  “Stay safe.”


  I went down the hall to the storeroom to grab my staff, though I didn’t see the purpose behind it. I preferred the gun.


  As I rounded the stairs and landed on the second floor, I saw Celeste coming toward me. The moment she recognized my face, her whole demeanor shifted. It seemed that unlike her mother, she was at least capable of feeling shame.


  She walked up to me cautiously, then stopped. “Officer.”


  “Miss.” I bowed.


  Her features looked sharp as she stood there, thinking over her words. “I just wanted to make sure that you knew the conversation we had last night was meant to be purely professional.”


  I nearly laughed in her face. Her hands might have stayed safely on my back and arms, but there was no mistaking the flirtation in her touch. She had been walking the line of breaking the rules herself. After I told her I had been a Six before becoming a guard, she suggested I look into modeling instead of staying in the service.


  Her exact words had been, “If this doesn’t work out for me, we’re one and the same now. Look me up when you’re out.”


  Celeste wasn’t the kind of girl to wait around, so I didn’t think she was truly attached to me in any way, and I suspected that her lips were especially loose last night because she’d had a little too much to drink. But there was one thing that was absolutely clear after our conversation: she didn’t love Maxon. Not even close.


  “Of course,” I answered, knowing better.


  “I simply wanted to give you career advice. Such a serious caste jump is hard to adjust to. And I wish you luck, but I want to be clear that my affections are singularly devoted to Prince Maxon.”


  I nearly called her on it. I was so close. But I saw the desperation in her eyes mixing with a consuming fear. In the end, if I accused her, I would accuse myself. I knew Maxon didn’t matter to her, and I wasn’t sure if any of these girls mattered to him—at least, not the way they should—but where would condemning her or playing some game get any of us?


  “And I am wholly dedicated to protecting him. Good evening, miss.”


  I could see the lingering question in her eyes, and I knew she wasn’t completely satisfied with my answer. But nothing could benefit a girl like that more than a little fear.


  Inhaling, I rounded the corner to America’s room, aching to walk in. I wanted to hold her, to talk to her. I stopped in front of the door and put my ear to it. I could hear her maids, so I knew she wasn’t alone. But then I could make out her hitched breaths, the sniffs of her tired crying.


  I couldn’t handle the fact that she’d been crying all day. That was the last straw.


  I’d promised her parents that Maxon favored her, and that she would be comforted. If she was still in tears, then he’d done nothing for her. If I wasn’t meant to have her, he’d sure as hell better treat her like a princess. So far, he was failing catastrophically.


  I knew—I knew—she was supposed to be mine.


  I knocked on the door, not giving a damn about the consequences. Lucy answered, and she gave me a hopeful smile. That alone made me think I could be of help.


  “I’m sorry to disturb you, ladies, but I heard the crying and wanted to make sure you were all right.” I gently moved past Lucy, walking as close to America’s bed as I dared. Our eyes locked, and she looked so helpless there, it was all I could do not to steal her away from this place.


  “Lady America, I’m very sorry about your friend. I heard she was something special. If you need anything, I’m here.”


  She was silent, but I could see in her gaze that she was taking every tiny memory of our last two years and stringing them together with the future we’d always hoped to have.


  “Thank you.” Her voice was both timid and hopeful. “Your kindness means a great deal to me.”


  I gave her the smallest of smiles while inside my heart was thrashing. I’d studied her face in a dozen shades of light, in a thousand stolen moments. With her words, I knew without a doubt: she loved me.


  CHAPTER 4


  AMERICA LOVES ME. America loves me. America loves me.


  I had to get her alone, really alone. It would take some work, but I could make it happen.


  Hours before my shift started the next morning, I was ready to go. I looked over all the guard posts, the cleaning rotations, the meal schedules for the royal family, the officers, and the help. I studied it until the lines overlapped in my head and I could see all the holes in the security. Sometimes I wondered if the other guards did this, too, or if I was the only one who looked close enough.


  Either way, I had a plan. I just needed to get word to her.


  My afternoon post was in the king’s office, where I had the extraordinarily boring job of standing guard by the door. I liked being on the move, or at least in a more open part of the palace. Honestly, anywhere away from the cold gaze of King Clarkson.


  I watched Maxon attempt to work. He looked distracted today, sitting at his small desk that seemed thrown in the room as an afterthought. I couldn’t help but think that he was an idiot for being so careless with America.


  Midmorning, Smiths, one of the guards who’d been at the palace for years, came rushing in. He darted over to the king, bowing quickly.


  “Your Majesty, two of the Elite, Lady Newsome and Lady Singer, just got in a fight.”


  Everyone in the room paused, looking at the king.


  He sighed. “Yelling like cats again?”


  “No, sir. They’re in the hospital wing. There was a little blood.”


  King Clarkson looked to Maxon. “No doubt that Five is responsible for this. You can’t be serious about her.”


  Maxon stood. “Father, all of their nerves are frayed after yesterday. I’m certain they’re having a difficult time processing the caning.”


  The king pointed a finger. “If she started it, she’s gone. You know that.”


  “And if it was Celeste?” he countered.


  “I doubt a girl of such high caliber would stoop so low without provocation.”


  “Still, would you dismiss her?” Maxon shot back.


  “It wasn’t her fault.”


  Maxon stood. “I’ll get to the bottom of this. I’m sure it was nothing.”


  My mind was spinning. I didn’t get him. He clearly wasn’t treating America as well as he ought to, so why was he so determined to keep her? And if he failed to prove she wasn’t at fault, would there be enough time for me to see her before she left?


  The rumor mill at the palace was fast. In no time at all, I learned Celeste threw the first words, but Mer threw the first punch. I swear, I wanted to give my girl a medal. They were both staying—it seemed their actions canceled each other out—though it sounded like America was doing so begrudgingly.


  Hearing those words made my heart even surer I’d gotten her back.


  I ran to my room, trying to squeeze everything I needed to do into the few minutes I had. I scribbled the note as clearly and quickly as possible. Then I moved up to the second floor, waiting in a hallway until I saw America’s maids leave to eat. When I got to her room, I debated over where to leave the letter, but there was really only one place to put it. I just hoped she’d see it.


  As I made my way back into the main hallway, fate smiled on me. America didn’t look like she was bleeding, so she must have left marks on Celeste. As she got closer, I could make out a small, swollen patch of skin almost completely covered by her hair. But past all that, I saw the excitement in her eyes the second she knew it was me.


  God, I wished I could just sit with her. I breathed. Restraint now would mean real privacy later.


  I stopped as we came close, bowing. “Jar.”


  I straightened and left, but I knew that she had heard. After a moment of thought, she nearly ran down the hall without a look back.


  I smiled, happy to see the life come back to her. That was my girl.


  “Dead?” the king asked. “By whose hand?”


  “We’re not sure, Your Majesty. But we could expect no less from down-casted sympathizers,” his advisor said.


  Walking in quietly to get the mail, I instantly knew he was talking about all the people in Bonita. Over three hundred families had recently been demoted at least a caste for their suspected support of the rebels. It seemed they weren’t taking it without a fight.


  King Clarkson shook his head before suddenly slamming his hand on the table. I jumped along with everyone else in the room.


  “Don’t these people see what they’re doing? They’re tearing apart everything we’ve worked for, and for what? To pursue interests they might fail in? I’ve offered them security. I’ve offered them order. And they rebel.”


  Of course the man with everything he could ever need or want didn’t understand why any average person might want the same chance.


  When I was drafted, I had been simultaneously terrified and thrilled. I knew that some considered it a death sentence. But at least the life in front of me would be more exciting than the paperwork and housework I faced if I had stayed in Carolina. Besides, it wasn’t much of a life anyway after America left.


  King Clarkson stood, pacing. “These people have to be stopped. Who’s running Bonita now?”


  “Lamay. He’s chosen to move his family to another location for the time being, and has started funeral arrangements for former Governor Sharpe. He seems to be proud of his new role, despite the obstacles.”


  The king held out his hand. “There. A man accepting his lot in life, doing his duty for the general public. Why can’t they all do that?”


  I scooped up the mail, close to the king as he spoke.


  “We’ll have Lamay eliminate any suspected assassins immediately. Even if he misses the mark, we’ll send a clear warning. And let’s find a way to reward anyone with information. We need to get some people in the South in our pocket.”


  I turned quickly, wishing I hadn’t heard. I didn’t support the rebels. More often than not, they were killers. But the king’s actions today had nothing to do with justice.


  “You there. Stop.”


  I looked back, not sure if the king was talking to me. He was, and I watched as he scrawled a brief letter, folded it, and added it to the pile.


  “Take this with the post. The boys in the mail room will have the correct address.” The king flung it onto the pile in my arms carelessly, like it held nothing of value. I stood there, immobile, unable to carry that load. “Go on,” he finally said, and as always, I obeyed.


  I took the pile and moved at a snail’s pace toward the mail room.


  This is none of your business, Aspen. You’re here to protect the monarchy. This does that. Focus on America. Let the world go to hell around you so long as you can get to her.


  I straightened and did what I must.


  “Hey, Charlie.”


  He whistled as he took in the stack. “Busy day today.”


  “Looks like it. Um, there was this one . . . the king didn’t have the address on hand, said you’d have it.” I pointed to Lamay’s letter on top.


  Charlie flipped open the letter to see where it should go, scanning it quickly. By the end he looked troubled. He checked behind him before lifting his eyes to me. “Did you read this?” he asked quietly.


  I shook my head. I swallowed, feeling guilty for not admitting that I already knew the contents. Maybe I could have stopped it, but I was only doing my job.


  “Hmm,” Charlie mumbled, quickly spinning in his chair and running into a stack of sorted mail.


  “Come on, Charles!” Mertin complained. “That took me three hours!”


  “Sorry about that. I’ll tidy it up. Say, Leger, two things.” Charlie picked up a lone envelope. “This came for you.”


  I immediately recognized Mom’s handwriting. “Thank you.” I clung to the paper, desperate for news.


  “Not a problem,” he replied casually, picking up a wire basket. “And could you do me a favor and take this scrap paper for the furnace? Should probably go in right away.”


  “Sure thing.”


  Charlie nodded, and I tucked my letter away to get a better hold of the basket.


  The furnaces were near the soldiers’ quarters, and I set the basket down before carefully opening the door. The embers were low, so I tossed the papers in gingerly, leaving room for air to get to them.


  If I hadn’t needed to be so careful, I probably wouldn’t have noticed the letter to Lamay stuck in with the empty envelopes and scraps of miswritten addresses.


  Charlie, what were you thinking?


  I stood there, debating. If I took it back, he would know he’d been caught. Did I want him to know he was caught? Did I want him to be caught at all?


  I threw the letter in, watching to make sure it burned. I’d done my job, and the rest of the mail would go out. There would be no place to put blame, and who knew how many lives would be spared?


  There’d been enough death, enough pain.


  I walked away, washing my hands of it all. True justice would come eventually, to whomever was right or wrong in that situation. Because just now, it was hard to tell.


  Back in my room, I tore into my letter, eager to hear from home. I didn’t like Mom being without me. It was a small comfort that I could send her money, but I always worried for my family’s safety.


  It seemed the feeling was mutual.


  I know you love her. But don’t be stupid.


  Of course she was two steps ahead of me, guessing things without prompting. She knew about America before I told her, knew how angry I was about things when I’d never said a word. And here she was, a country away, warning me to not do what she was positive I would.


  I stared at paper. The king looked to be in the middle of a vicious streak, but I was sure I could keep out of his grasp. And my mother had never steered me wrong, but she didn’t know how good I was at my job. I ripped the letter up and dropped it in the furnace on my way to meet America.


  CHAPTER 5


  I HAD TIMED IT PERFECTLY. If America made it within the next five minutes, no one would be aware of either of us. I knew what I was risking, but I couldn’t stay away from her. I needed her.


  The door creaked open then quickly shut. “Aspen?”


  I’d heard her voice like that so often before. “Just like old times, eh?”


  “Where are you?” I stepped from behind the curtain and heard her draw in a breath. “You startled me,” she said playfully.


  “Wouldn’t be the first time, won’t be the last.”


  America was many things, but stealthy wasn’t one of them. As she tried to meet me in the middle of the room, she hit a sofa, two side tables, and tripped over the edge of a rug. I didn’t want to make her nervous, but she really needed to be more careful.


  “Shhh! The entire palace is going to know we’re in here if you keep pushing things over,” I whispered, more teasing than warning.


  She giggled. “Sorry. Can’t we turn on a light?”


  “No.” I moved into a more direct path for her. “If someone sees it shining under the door, we might get caught. This corridor isn’t checked a lot, but I want to be smart.”


  She finally reached me, and everything in the world felt better the second I touched her skin. I held her for a second before ushering her to the corner.


  “How did you even know about this room?”


  I shrugged. “I’m a guard. And I’m very good at what I do. I know the entire grounds of the palace, inside and out. Every last pathway, all the hiding spots, and even most of the secret rooms. I also happen to know the rotations of the guards, which areas are usually the least checked, and the points in the day when the guards are at their fewest. If you ever want to sneak around the palace, I’m the guy to do it with.”


  In a single word, she was incredulous and proud. “Unbelievable.”


  I gave her a gentle tug, and she sat with me, the tiny scrap of moonlight barely making her visible. She smiled before turning serious.


  “Are you sure this is safe?” I knew she was seeing Woodwork’s backside and Marlee’s hands, thinking about the shame and loss that would be waiting if we were discovered. And that was if we were lucky. But I had faith in my skills.


  “Trust me, Mer. An extraordinary number of things would have to happen for someone to find us here. We’re safe.”


  The doubt didn’t leave her eyes, but when I wrapped an arm around her, she fell into me, needing this moment as much as I did.


  “How are you doing?” It was nice to finally ask.


  Her sigh was so heavy it rattled me. “Okay, I guess. I’ve been sad a lot, and angry.” She didn’t seem to realize that her hand had instinctively gone to the patch of skin just above my knee, the exact place where she used to fiddle with the frayed hole on my jeans. “Mostly I wish I could undo the last two days and get Marlee back. Carter, too, and I didn’t even know him.”


  “I did. He’s a great guy.” His family flitted through my mind, and I wondered how they were surviving without their main provider. “I heard he was telling Marlee he loved her the whole time and trying to help her get through it.”


  “He was. At least in the beginning anyway. I got hauled off before it was over.”


  I smiled and kissed the top her head. “Yeah, I heard about that, too.” The second after I said it, I wondered why I didn’t say that I saw it. I’d known what she did before the staff started whispering about it. But that seemed to be the way I took it in: through everyone else’s surprise and, usually, admiration. “I’m proud you went out with a fight. That’s my girl.”


  She leaned in even closer. “My dad was proud, too. The queen said I shouldn’t act that way, but she was glad I did. It’s been confusing. Like it was almost a good idea but not really, and then it didn’t fix anything anyway.”


  I held her tight, not wanting her to doubt what seemed natural to her. “It was good. It meant a lot to me.”


  “To you?”


  It was awkward to admit my worries, but she had to know. “Yeah. Every once in a while I wonder if the Selection has changed you. You’ve been so taken care of, and everything is so fancy. I keep wondering if you’re the same America. That let me know that you are, that they haven’t gotten to you.”


  “Oh, they’re getting to me all right, but not like that,” she spat, her voice sharp. “Mostly this place reminds me that I wasn’t born to do this.”


  Then her anger faded to sadness, and she turned toward me, burrowing her head into my chest, like if she tried hard enough she could hide under my ribs. I wanted to keep her in my arms, so close to my heart that she could practically be a part of it, and bat away all the pain that might come her way.


  “Listen, Mer,” I started, knowing the only way to get to the good would be to walk through the bad. “The thing about Maxon is that he’s an actor. He’s always putting on this perfect face, like he’s so above everything. But he’s just a person, and he’s as messed up as anyone is. I know you cared about him or you wouldn’t have stayed here. But you have to know now that it’s not real.”


  She nodded, and I felt like this wasn’t entirely new information to her, like a part of her always expected this.


  “It’s better you know now. What if you got married and then found out it was like this?”


  “I know,” she breathed. “I’ve been thinking about that myself.”


  I tried not to focus on the fact that she’d already wondered about a life married to Maxon. It was part of the experience. Sooner or later, she was bound to think about it. But that had passed.


  “You’ve got a big heart, Mer. I know you can’t just get over things, but it’s okay to want to. That’s all.”


  She was quiet, thinking over my words. “I feel so stupid.”


  “You’re not stupid,” I disagreed.


  “I am, too.”


  I needed to make her smile. “Mer, do you think I’m smart?”


  Her tone was light. “Of course.”


  “That’s because I am. And I’m way too smart to be in love with a stupid girl. So you can drop that right now.”


  She gave a laugh like a whisper but it was enough to pierce through the sadness. I’d had my own aches because of the Selection, and I needed to try to understand hers better. She didn’t ask to put her name in the lottery. I did. This was my fault.


  A dozen times, I’d wanted to explain myself, to beg for the mercy that she’d already given. I didn’t deserve it. Maybe now. Maybe this was the time that I could finally, really apologize.


  “I feel like I’ve hurt you so much,” she said, shame covering her voice. “I don’t understand how you can still possibly be in love with me.”


  I sighed. She acted like she needed forgiveness, when it was certainly the other way around.


  I didn’t know how to explain this to her. There weren’t words wide enough to hold what I felt for her. Not even I could make sense of it.


  “It’s just the way it is. The sky is blue, the sun is bright, and Aspen endlessly loves America. It’s how the world was designed to be.” I felt the lift of her cheek against my chest as she smiled. If I couldn’t bring myself to apologize, maybe I could at least make it clear that those last minutes in the tree house were a fluke. “Seriously, Mer, you’re the only girl I ever wanted. I couldn’t imagine being with anyone else. I’ve been trying to prepare myself for that, just in case, and . . . I can’t.”


  When the words failed, our bodies spoke. No kisses, nothing more than hushed embraces, but it was all we needed. I felt everything I had felt back in Carolina, and I was sure that we could be that again. Maybe be even more.


  “We shouldn’t stay much longer,” I said, wishing it wasn’t true. “I’m pretty confident in my abilities, but I don’t want to push it.”


  She reluctantly stood, and I pulled her in for one last embrace, hoping it would be enough to sustain me until I could see her again. She held on tightly, like she was afraid to let me go. I knew the coming days would be hard for her, but whatever happened, I’d be here.


  “I know it’s hard to believe, but I’m really sorry Maxon turned out to be such a bad guy. I wanted you back, but I didn’t want you to get hurt. Especially not like that.”


  “Thanks,” she mumbled.


  “I mean it.”


  “I know you do.” She hesitated. “It’s not over though. Not if I’m still here.”


  “Yeah, but I know you. You’ll ride it out so your family gets money and you can see me, but he’d have to reverse time to fix this.” I settled my chin on her head, keeping her as close to me for as long as I could. “Don’t worry, Mer. I’ll take care of you.”


  CHAPTER 6


  I HAD A VAGUE SENSE that I was dreaming. America was across the room, tied to a throne, and Maxon had one hand on her shoulder, trying to push her into submission. Her worried eyes were locked on mine, and she struggled to get to me. But then I saw Maxon was watching me, too. His stare was menacing, and he looked so much like his father in that moment.


  I knew I needed to get to her, to untie her so we could run. But I couldn’t move. I was tied up, too, on the rack like Woodwork. Fear ran down my skin, cold and demanding. No matter how we tried we would never be able to save each other.


  Maxon walked over to a pillow, picked up an elaborate crown, and brought it back to place on America’s head. Though she eyed it warily, she didn’t fight when he set it on her gleaming red hair. But it wouldn’t stay put. It slipped over and over.


  Undeterred, Maxon reached into his pocket and pulled out what looked like a two-pronged hook. He lined up the crown and pushed the hook in, affixing it to America’s head. As the pin went in, I felt two massive stabs in my back and screamed from the burn of it. I waited to feel the blood, too, but it didn’t come.


  Instead, I watched as the blood spilled from the pins in America’s head, mixing with the red of her hair and sticking to her skin. Maxon smiled as he shoved in pin after pin, and I yelled in pain every time one pierced America’s skin, watching, horrified, as the blood from the crown drowned her.


  I snapped awake. I hadn’t had a nightmare like that in months, and never one about America. I wiped the sweat from my forehead, reminding myself that it wasn’t real. Still, the pain from the hooks echoed on my skin, and I felt dizzy.


  Instantly, my mind went to Woodwork and Marlee. In my dream, I would happily have taken all the pain if it meant America didn’t have to suffer. Had Woodwork felt the same way? Had he wished he could have taken twice the punishment to spare Marlee?


  “You all right, Leger?” Avery asked. The room was still dark, so he must have heard me tossing.


  “Yeah. Sorry. Bad dream.”


  “It’s cool. Not sleeping that great myself.”


  I rolled to face him even though I couldn’t see a thing. Only senior officers had rooms with windows.


  “What’s going on?” I asked.


  “I don’t know. Would it be okay if I thought out loud for a minute?”


  “Sure.” Avery had been a great friend. The least I could do was spare him a few minutes of my sleep.


  I heard him sit up, deliberating before he spoke. “I’ve been thinking about Woodwork and Marlee. And about Lady America.”


  “What about her?” I asked, sitting up myself.


  “At first when I saw Lady America run for Marlee, I was pissed. Because shouldn’t she know better? Woodwork and Marlee made a mistake, and they had to be punished. The king and Prince Maxon have to keep control, right?”


  “Okay.”


  “But when the maids and butlers were talking about it, they were kind of praising Lady America. It didn’t make sense to me because I thought what she did was wrong. But, well, they’ve been here a lot longer than we have. Maybe they’ve seen a lot more. Maybe they know something.


  “And if they do, and they think Lady America was right to do what she did . . . then what am I missing?”


  We were treading dangerous ground here. But he was my friend, the best I’d ever had. I trusted Avery with my life, and the palace was one place where I could really use an ally.


  “That’s a really good question. Makes you wonder.”


  “Exactly. Like sometimes when I’m on guard in the king’s office, the prince will be working and then leave to do something. King Clarkson will pick up Prince Maxon’s work and undo half of it. Why? Couldn’t he at least talk to him about it? I thought he was training him.”


  “I don’t know. Control?” As I said the word, I realized that had to be at least partially true. Sometimes I suspected Maxon didn’t completely know what was going on. “Maybe Maxon isn’t as competent as the king thinks he should be by now.”


  “What if the prince is more competent and the king doesn’t like it?”


  I held back the laugh. “Hard to believe. Maxon seems easily distracted.”


  “Hmm.” Avery shifted in the dark. “Maybe you’re right. It just seems like people feel differently about him than the king. And they talk about Lady America like if they could pick the princess, it would be her. If she’s the type to disobey like that, does it mean that Prince Maxon would, too?”


  His questions hit on things I didn’t want to acknowledge. Could Maxon in fact be pushing against his father? And if that was the case, was he also pushing against the crown and all it stood for? I’d never been a fan of the monarchy; I didn’t think I could seriously hate anyone who fought it.


  But my love for America was bigger than everything else, and because Maxon stood between me and that love, I didn’t think there was anything he could say or do that would make me consider him a decent person.


  “I really don’t know,” I answered honestly. “He didn’t stop what happened to Woodwork.”


  “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean he liked it.” Avery yawned. “I’m just saying, we’ve been trained to watch every person who comes into the palace and to look for any hidden intentions. Maybe we should do the same with the people who are already here.”


  I smiled. “You might be on to something there,” I admitted.


  “Of course. I’m the brains of this whole operation.” He rustled with his blankets, settling again.


  “Go to sleep, brainiac. We’ll need your smarts tomorrow,” I teased.


  “On it.” He was still for maybe a whole minute before he piped up again. “Hey, thanks for listening.”


  “Anytime. What are friends for?”


  “Yeah.” He yawned again. “I miss Woodwork.”


  I sighed. “I know. I miss him, too.”


  CHAPTER 7


  I DIDN’T MIND THE INJECTIONS so much, but they stung like hell for about an hour afterward. What was worse, they gave you this strange pulsing energy that lasted for most of the day. It wasn’t uncommon to find a handful of guards running laps for hours or picking up some of the more laborious chores around the palace just to help burn it off. Doctor Ashlar made a point to limit the number of guards receiving them on any given day.


  “Officer Leger,” Doctor Ashlar called, and I went into the office and stood by the small examining table near his desk. The hospital wing was large enough to accommodate us, but this felt better done in private.


  He nodded to acknowledge me, and I turned and pulled the waist of my pants down a few inches. I refused to allow myself to jump, not when the cold antiseptic swiped across my skin or when the needle pierced it.


  “All done,” he said cheerfully. “See Tom for your vitamins and compensation.”


  “Yes, sir. Thank you.”


  Every step throbbed, but I didn’t let it show.


  Tom gave me some pills and water, and after I downed them, I initialed his little paper and took my money, dropping it in my room before I headed out to the woodpile. Already, the urge to move was overwhelming.


  Each swing of the ax brought a desperately needed release. I felt hypercharged today, fueled by the injections, Avery’s questions, and that sinister dream.


  I thought about the king saying that America was a throw-away. It seemed unlikely that America would win now when she was so upset with Maxon, but I wondered what would happen if the one person the king never intended to get the crown did?


  And if Marlee had been a favorite, maybe even the king’s personal pick to win, who was he pinning his hopes on now?


  I tried to concentrate, but my thoughts blurred together under the insatiable drive to move. I swung and swung, and only stopped two hours later because there was nothing left to chop.


  “There’s a whole forest back there if you need some more.”


  I turned, and that old stable keeper was there, smiling.


  “I think I might actually be done,” I answered. As I got ahold of my breathing, I was sure the worst of the injection’s effects had passed.


  He walked closer. “You look better. Calmer.”


  I laughed, feeling the medicine evening out in my bloodstream. “It was a different energy I needed to burn off today.”


  He sat on the chopping block, looking completely at home. I had no idea what to make of this guy.


  I rubbed my sweaty palms on my pants, trying to think of what to say. “Hey, I’m sorry about the other day. Didn’t mean to give you a hard time, I—”


  He held up his hands. “It’s no problem. And I didn’t mean to be pushy. But I’ve seen a lot of people let the bad around them make them hard or stubborn. In the end, they miss the chance to make their world better because they only see the worst in it.”


  There was still something about the tone of his voice and his features that made me feel like I knew him.


  “I know what you mean.” I shook my head. “I don’t want to be like that. But I get so angry. Sometimes I feel like I know too much, or that I’ve done things I can’t make right, and it just hovers over me. And when I see things happen that shouldn’t . . .”


  “You don’t know what to do with yourself.”


  “Exactly.”


  He nodded. “Well, I’d start by thinking about what’s good. Then I’d ask myself how I could make that good even better.”


  I laughed. “That doesn’t make sense.”


  He stood. “You just think about it a bit.”


  As I walked back to the palace, I tried to figure out where I might know him from. Maybe he’d passed through Carolina before he worked for the palace. Plenty of Sixes drifted. Wherever he’d been, whatever he’d seen, he hadn’t let it bring him down. I should have asked for his name, but we seemed to be running into each other a lot, so I figured we’d meet again soon. When I wasn’t in an awful mood, he was actually a pretty decent guy.


  After cleaning up, I made my way to my room, still thinking about the stable keeper’s words. What was good? How could I make it better?


  I picked up the envelope with my money in it. I didn’t need to use a cent of it at the palace, so all of it went to my family. Usually.


  I scribbled a note to Mom.


  
    Sorry it’s not as much this time. Something came up. More next week. Love you, Aspen.

  


  Shoving a little less than half of my earnings in an envelope with the letter, I pushed it aside and pulled out another piece of paper.


  I knew Woodwork’s address by heart, seeing as I’d written it out for him a dozen times. Illiteracy seemed more common than most people knew, but Woodwork was so worried about people thinking he was stupid or worthless that I was the only guard he’d trusted with his secret.


  Depending on lots of things—where you lived, how large your school was, if it was more Seven heavy—a person might make it through a decade of instruction and know next to nothing.


  I couldn’t say Woodwork slipped through the cracks. He was pushed into a gaping hole.


  And now, we had no idea where he was, how he was doing, or if Marlee was even still there for him.


  
    Mrs. Woodwork,


    It’s Aspen. We’re all sorry about your son. I hope you’re doing okay. This was the last of his compensation. Just wanted to make sure you got it. Take care.

  


  I debated saying more. I didn’t want her to think she was getting charity, so brevity seemed best. But maybe from time to time, I could send her something anonymously.


  Family was good, and Woodwork’s was still around. I had to try and help them.


  CHAPTER 8


  I WAITED UNTIL I WAS sure everyone was asleep before I opened America’s door. I was thrilled to find her still awake. I’d been wishing she’d wait up for me, and the way she sort of tilted her head and shifted closer made me think she’d hoped I’d be here tonight.


  I left the door open as always and bent down by her bed. “How have you been?”


  “All right, I suppose.” But I could tell she didn’t mean that. “Celeste showed me this article today. I’m not sure I want to get into it. I’m so tired of her.”


  What was it with that girl? Did she think she could torture people and manipulate her way to a crown? Her continued presence here was one more example of Maxon’s horrible taste.


  “I guess with Marlee gone, he won’t be sending anyone home for a while, huh?”


  It looked like it took all of her energy to muster up a sad little shrug.


  “Hey.” I moved a hand to her knee. “It’s going to be all right.”


  She gave me a weak smile. “I know. I just miss her. And I’m confused.”


  “Confused about what?” I asked, moving to a more comfortable position to listen.


  “Everything.” Her voice was so desperate. “What I’m doing here, who I am. I thought I knew.” She fidgeted her hands, like maybe she could catch the right words. “I don’t even know how to explain it right.”


  I looked at America and realized that losing Marlee and finding out the truth about Maxon’s character had exposed her to truths she didn’t want to think were out there. It sobered her up—maybe too quickly. She seemed paralyzed now, afraid of taking any kind of step because she didn’t know what would fall apart along the way. America had seen me lose my father and deal with Jemmy’s beating, and she’d watched as I struggled to keep my family fed and safe. But she’d only seen that; she hadn’t experienced it. Her family was intact, save her loser brother, and she’d never really lost anything.


  Except maybe you, you idiot, a part of me accused. I shook the thought away. This moment was about her, not me.


  “You know who you are, Mer. Don’t let them try to change you.”


  She twitched her hand, like she might reach down and touch mine. She didn’t, though.


  “Aspen, can I ask you something?” Concern still painted every corner of her face.


  I nodded.


  “This is kind of strange, but if being the princess didn’t mean I had to marry someone, if it was just a job someone could pick me for, do you think I could do it?”


  Whatever I had been expecting, that wasn’t it. I had a hard time believing she was even still considering becoming the princess. Then again, maybe she wasn’t. This was hypothetical, and she’d said to think about it without her being linked to Maxon.


  Considering the way she’d handled everything that had happened publicly, I could guess she’d feel helpless when confronted with the things that happened behind closed doors. She was great at a lot of things, but . . .


  “Sorry, Mer. I don’t. You don’t have it in you to be as calculating as they are.” I tried to convey that I wasn’t insulting her. If anything, I was happy she wasn’t that person.


  She furrowed her thin eyebrows. “Calculating? How so?”


  I exhaled, trying to think of how to explain this without being too specific. “I’m everywhere, Mer. I hear things. There’s a lot of turmoil down South, in the areas with a heavy concentration of lower castes. From what the older guards say, those people never particularly agreed with Gregory Illéa’s methods, and there’s been unrest down there for a long time. Rumor has it, that was part of why the queen was so attractive to the king. She came from the South, and it appeased them for a while. Not so much anymore it seems.”


  She considered this. “That doesn’t explain what you meant by calculating.”


  How bad could it be if I shared what I knew with her? She kept our relationship a secret for two years. I could trust her. “I was in one of the offices the other day, before all the Halloween stuff. They were mentioning rebel sympathizers in the South. I was told to see these letters to the postal wing safely. It was over three hundred letters, America. Three hundred families who were getting knocked down a caste for not reporting things or for helping someone the palace saw as a threat.”


  She inhaled sharply, and I watched as dozens of scenarios unfolded in front of her eyes.


  “I know. Can you imagine? What if it was you, and all you knew how to do was play the piano? Suddenly you’re supposed to know how to do clerical work, how to find those jobs even? It’s a pretty clear message.”


  Her concern shifted. “Do you . . . Does Maxon know?”


  That was a good question. “I think he has to. He’s not that far off from running the country himself.”


  She nodded and let that settle in on top of all the other new things she had learned about her sort-of boyfriend.


  “Don’t tell anyone, okay?” I pleaded. “A slip like that could cost me my job.” And so much more, I added in my head.


  “Of course. It’s already forgotten.” Her tone was light, trying to mask the weight of her worries. Her efforts made me smile.


  “I miss being with you, away from all this. I miss our old problems,” I lamented. What wouldn’t I give to be irritated about her making me dinner now?


  “I know what you mean,” she said with a giggle. A real one. “Sneaking out of my window was so much better than sneaking around a palace.”


  “And scrounging to find a penny for you was better than having nothing to give you at all.” I tapped on the jar by her bed. I always took that as a good sign, that she kept it nearby before I was even in the palace. “I had no idea you’d saved them all until the day before you left,” I added, remembering in awe the weight of them being poured into my palms.


  “Of course I did!” she exclaimed proudly. “When you were away, they were all I had to hold on to. Sometimes I used to pour them over my hand on the bed, just to scoop them up again. It was nice to have something you touched.”


  She was as bad as I was. I never took anything from her to keep as my own, but I stored up every moment like it was a physical thing. I’d thumb through memories whenever things were still. I spent more time with her than she ever knew.


  “What did you do with all of them?” she wondered.


  I smiled. “They’re at home, waiting.” I’d had a small store of money to marry America saved up before she left. These days I had my mom set aside a portion of each paycheck for me, and I was sure she knew what I was putting it toward. But my most precious corner of that stash was the pennies.


  “For what?”


  For a decent wedding. For actual rings. For a home of our own. “That, I cannot say.”


  I’d tell her everything soon enough. We were still working our way back to each other.


  “Fine, keep your secrets,” she said, pretending to be annoyed. “And don’t worry about not giving me anything. I’m just happy you’re here, that you and I can at least fix things, even if it’s not what it used to be.”


  I frowned. Were we that far from what we once were? So far that she needed to address it? No. Not to me. We were still those people back in Carolina, and I needed her to remember that.


  I wanted to give her the world, but all I had at the moment were the clothes on my back. I looked down, plucked off a button, and held it up to her.


  “I literally have nothing else to give you, but you can hold on to this—something I’ve touched—and think of me anytime. And you can know that I’m thinking of you, too.”


  She took the tiny, golden button from my hand, and stared at it like I’d given her the moon. Her lip trembled and she breathed slowly, as if she might cry. Maybe I’d done this all wrong.


  “I don’t know how to do this right now,” she confessed. “I feel like I don’t know how to do anything. I . . . I haven’t forgotten you, okay? It’s still here.”


  She put her hand on her chest, and I saw her fingers dig into her skin, trying to calm whatever was happening inside.


  Yes, we still had a long way to go, but I knew it wouldn’t feel that way if we were in it together.


  I smiled, needing nothing more. “That’s enough for me.”


  CHAPTER 9


  I’D HEARD ABOUT THE KING’S tea party for the ladies of the Elite and knew America wouldn’t be in her room when I came knocking.


  “Officer Leger,” Anne said, opening the door with a wide smile. “What a pleasure to see you.”


  At her words, Lucy and Mary walked over to greet me.


  “Hello, Officer Leger,” Mary said.


  “Lady America is out right now. Tea with the royal family,” Lucy added.


  “Oh, I know. I was wondering if I could chat with you ladies for a moment.”


  Anne gestured for me to come in. “Of course.”


  I made my way to the table, and they hurried to pull out a chair for me. “No,” I insisted, “you sit.”


  Mary and Lucy took the two seats, while Anne and I stood.


  I took off my hat and rested a hand on the back of Mary’s chair. I wanted them to feel comfortable talking with me, and I hoped dropping a little of the formality would allow for that.


  “How can we help you?” Lucy asked.


  “I was just doing a security sweep, and I wanted to see if you’ve noticed anything unusual. Probably sounds silly, but the littlest things can help us keep the Elite safe.” There was truth to that, but we weren’t exactly charged with seeking out that information.


  Anne bowed her head in thought while Lucy’s eyes went to the ceiling as she wondered.


  “I don’t think so,” Mary started.


  “If anything, Lady America has been less active since Halloween,” Anne offered.


  “Because of Marlee?” I guessed. They all nodded in answer.


  “I’m not sure she’s over it,” Lucy said. “Not that I blame her.”


  Anne patted her shoulder. “Of course not.”


  “So, beyond her trips to the Women’s Room and meals, she’s more or less staying in her room?”


  “Yes,” Mary confirmed. “Lady America has done that in the past, but these last few days . . . it’s like she just wants to hide.”


  From that, I deduced two important things. First, America wasn’t spending time alone with Maxon anymore. Second, our meetings were still going undetected, even by those closest to her.


  Both of those details caused the hope in my heart to swell.


  “Is there anything else we should be doing?” Anne asked. I smiled because it was the kind of question I would have asked if I were her, trying to figure out how to get ahead of a problem.


  “I don’t think so. Pay attention to things you’re seeing and hearing, as always, and feel free to contact me directly if you think anything is off.”


  Their faces were all eager, so ready to please.


  “You’re a wonderful soldier, Officer Leger,” Anne said.


  I shook my head. “Just doing my job. And, as you know, Lady America is from my province, and I want to look out for her.”


  Mary turned to me. “I think it’s so funny that you’re from the same province and you’re basically her personal guard now. Did you live near her in Carolina?”


  “Sort of.” I tried to keep our closeness vague.


  Lucy smiled brightly. “Did you ever see her when she was younger? What was she like growing up?”


  I couldn’t help but grin. “I ran across her a few times. She was a tomboy. Always outside with her brother. Stubborn as a mule, and as I remember, very, very talented.”


  Lucy giggled. “So basically the same as ever,” she said, and they all laughed.


  “Pretty much,” I confirmed.


  Those words made the feeling in my chest grow even more. America was a thousand familiar things, and beneath the ball gowns and jewelry, they were all still there.


  “I should get downstairs. I want to make sure to catch the Report.” I reached across the girls to pick up my hat.


  “Maybe we should come with you,” Mary suggested. “It’s almost time.”


  “Certainly.” For the staff, the Report was the one time television was permitted, and there were only three places to watch: the kitchen, the workroom where the maids did their sewing, and a large common room that generally turned into another workspace instead of a place to commune. I preferred the kitchen. Anne led the way there, while Mary and Lucy stayed back with me.


  “I did hear something about visitors, Officer Leger,” Anne said, pausing for a moment to share. “But that might only be a rumor.”


  “No, it’s true,” I answered. “I don’t know any details, but I hear we have two different parties coming.”


  “Yay,” Mary said sarcastically, “I know I’m gonna get stuck with tablecloth steaming again. Hey, Anne, whatever you get assigned with, can we trade?” she asked, scurrying up to Anne as they got in a debate over their yet-to-be-determined tasks.


  I held out my arm for Lucy. “Madam.”


  She smiled and looped her hand through, sticking her nose in the air. “Good sir.”


  We moved down the hallway. As they chatted about errands that needed to be done and dresses that needed hemming, I realized why I was almost always happiest when I spent time with America’s maids.


  I could be a Six with them.


  I sat on a counter with Lucy on one side and Mary on the other. Anne hovered, shushing people as the Report began.


  Each time the cameras got a shot of the girls, I could tell something was wrong. America looked dejected. What was worse, I could tell she was trying not to look that way and failing spectacularly.


  What was she so worried about?


  Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Lucy wringing her hands.


  “What’s wrong?” I whispered.


  “Something isn’t right with my lady. I can see it in her face.” Lucy pulled one hand up to her mouth and started chewing away on a nail. “What’s happened to her? Lady Celeste looks like a cat on the prowl. What will we do if she wins?”


  I put my hand on the one in her lap, and miraculously, she stilled, looking bewilderedly into my eyes. I got the feeling that people ignored Lucy’s nerves.


  “Lady America will be fine.”


  She nodded, comforted by the words. “But I like her,” she whispered. “I want her to stay. It seems like everyone leaves when I need them to stay.”


  So Lucy had lost somebody. Maybe a lot of somebodies. I felt like I understood her anxiety problems a little better.


  “Well, you’re stuck with me for four years.” I gently elbowed her and she smiled, holding the tears in her eyes at bay.


  “You’re so nice, Officer Leger. We all think so.” She dabbed at her lashes.


  “Well, I think you ladies are nice, too. I’m always happy to see you.”


  “We’re not ladies,” she answered, looking down.


  I shook my head. “If Marlee can still be a lady because she sacrificed herself for someone who mattered to her, then you certainly can. The way I see it, you sacrifice your life every day. You give your time and energy to someone else, and that’s the exact same thing.”


  I saw Mary peek over before focusing on the television again. Anne might have noticed my words as well. She looked like she was leaning in to hear.


  “You’re the best one we have, Officer Leger.”


  I smiled. “When we’re down here, you three can call me Aspen.”


  CHAPTER 10


  STARING AT THE WALL LOST its excitement about thirty minutes in to standing watch. It was well past midnight now, and all I could do was count the hours until sunrise. But at least my boredom meant that America was safe.


  The day had been uneventful except for the final confirmation of the coming visitors.


  Women. So many women.


  Part of me felt encouraged by that news. The ladies who came to the palace tended to be less aggressive physically. But their words could probably start wars if said in the wrong tone.


  The members of the German Federation were old friends, so we had that working in our favor securitywise. The Italians were wild cards.


  I’d thought of America all night, wondering what her appearance on the Report meant. I wasn’t sure I wanted to question her about it, though. I’d leave it to her. If she got the chance to share, I’d listen. For now, she needed to focus on what was coming. The longer she stayed at the palace, the longer I had her with me.


  I rolled my shoulders, listening to my bones pop. Just a few more hours to go. I straightened and caught a set of blue eyes peeking around the edge of the hallway. “Lucy?”


  “Hello,” she answered, coming around the corner. Just behind her, Mary followed holding a small basket in her arm, the contents wrapped with cloth.


  “Did Lady America ring for you? Is everything all right?” I reached for the handle to open the door for them.


  Lucy put a delicate hand on her chest, seeming nervous. “Oh, everything’s fine. Um, we were coming to see if you were here.”


  I squinted, moving my hand back. “Well, I am. Do you need something?”


  They looked at each other before Mary spoke up. “We just noticed you’ve been working a lot of shifts the last few days. We thought you might be hungry.”


  Mary pulled back the cloth, revealing a small assortment of muffins, pastries, and bread, probably overspill from breakfast preparations.


  I gave a half smile. “That’s very nice of you, but, one, I’m not supposed to eat while I’m on duty, and, two, you might have noticed that I’m a pretty strong guy.” I flexed my free arm and they giggled. “I can take care of myself.”


  Lucy tilted her head. “We know you’re strong, but accepting help is its own kind of strength.”


  Her words nearly took the breath out of me. I wished someone had told me that months ago. I could have saved myself so much grief.


  I looked at their faces, so much like America’s that last night in the tree house: hopeful, excited, warm. My eyes moved to the basket of food. Was I really going to keep doing this? Alienating the few people who genuinely made me feel like myself?


  “Here’s the deal: if anyone comes, you wrestled me to the ground and forced me to eat. Got it?”


  Mary grinned, holding out the basket. “Got it.”


  I took a piece of cinnamon bread and bit it. “You’re gonna eat, too, right?” I asked as I chewed.


  Lucy clasped her hands together enthusiastically before hunting through the basket, and Mary quickly followed suit.


  “So, how good are your wrestling skills?” I joked. “I mean, I want to make sure we’ve got our story straight.”


  Lucy covered her mouth, giggling. “Funny enough, that’s not part of our training.”


  I gasped. “What? This is important stuff here. Cleaning, serving, hand-to-hand combat.”


  They chuckled as they ate.


  “I’m serious. Who’s in charge? I’m going to write a letter.”


  “We’ll mention it to the head maid in the morning,” Mary promised.


  “Good.” I took a bite and shook my head in mock outrage.


  Mary swallowed. “You’re so funny, Officer Leger.”


  “Aspen.”


  She smiled again. “Aspen. Are you going to stay when your term is up? I’m sure if you applied, the palace would want you as a permanent guard.”


  Now that I was a Two, I knew I wanted to keep being a soldier . . . but at the palace?


  “I don’t think so. My family is back in Carolina, so I’ll probably try to serve there if I can.”


  “That’s a shame,” Lucy whispered.


  “Don’t get sad just yet. I still have four years to go.”


  She gave a tiny smile. “True.”


  But I could tell she hadn’t really shaken it off. I remembered Lucy mentioning earlier that people she cared about tended to leave, and it felt bittersweet that somehow I’d become important to her. She mattered to me, too, of course. So did Anne and Mary. But their connection to me was almost exclusively through America. How had I become significant to them?


  “Do you have a big family?” Lucy asked.


  I nodded. “Three brothers: Reed, Becken, and Jemmy, and three sisters: Kamber and Celia, who are twins, and then Ivy is the youngest. Plus my mom.”


  Mary started covering the basket again. “What about your dad?”


  “He died a few years ago.” I’d finally gotten to a place where I could say that without it tearing me apart. It used to feel crippling, because I still needed him. We all did. But I was lucky. Sometimes fathers would simply disappear in the lower castes, leaving those behind to fend for themselves or sink.


  But my dad did everything he could for us, right up until the end. Because we were Sixes, things would always be hard, but he kept us above a line, let us maintain some pride in what we did and who we were. I wanted to be like that.


  The paychecks would be nicer at the palace, but I could do a better job of providing if I was at least closer to home.


  “I’m sorry,” Lucy said softly. “My mom died a few years ago, too.”


  Knowing Lucy lost the most important person in her life reframed her in my mind, pulling everything together.


  “Never quite the same, is it?”


  She shook her head, eyes focused on the carpet. “But still, we have to look for the good.”


  Her face came up, and there was the faintest whisper of hope in her expression. I couldn’t help but stare.


  “It’s so funny that you said that.”


  She looked to Mary and back to me. “Why?”


  I shrugged. “Just is.” I popped the last bite of bread in my mouth and wiped a few crumbs off my fingers. “Thank you, ladies, for the food, but you should go. It’s not exactly safe to be running around the palace at night.”


  “Okay,” Mary said. “We should probably start working on those wrestling skills anyway.”


  “Go jump on Anne,” I advised her. “Never underestimate the element of surprise.”


  She laughed again. “We won’t. Good night, Officer Leger.” She turned to walk down the hall.


  “Hold on,” I urged, and they both stopped. I nodded toward the wall that held a secret passage. “Would you take the back way? It’d make me feel a lot better.”


  They smiled. “Of course.”


  Mary and Lucy waved as they passed, but when they got to the wall and Mary pushed it open, Lucy whispered something to her. Mary nodded and scurried downstairs, but Lucy came back to me.


  She fidgeted with her hands, those little tics surfacing again as she approached.


  “I’m not . . . I’m not good at saying things,” she admitted, rocking a bit on her feet. “But I wanted to thank you for being so nice to us.”


  I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”


  “Not to us, it isn’t.” There was an intensity in her eyes I’d never seen before. “No matter how many times the laundry maids or the kitchen maids tell us we’re lucky, it doesn’t really feel that way unless someone appreciates you. Lady America does, and none of us were expecting that. But you do it, too.


  “You’re both kind without even thinking about it.” She smiled to herself. “I just thought you should know it was significant. Maybe to Anne more than anyone, but she’d never say it.”


  I didn’t know how to respond. After struggling for a moment, the only thing that came out was, “Thank you.”


  Lucy nodded and, not sure what else to say, headed for the passage.


  “Good night, Miss Lucy.”


  She turned back, looking like I’d given her the best present in the world. “Good night, Aspen.”


  When she left, my thoughts turned back to America. She’d looked so upset today, but I wondered if she had any idea how her attitude changed the people around her. Her dad was right: she was too good for this place.


  I’d have to find a time to tell her how she was helping people without even knowing it. For now, I hoped she was resting, unworried about whatever had—


  I whipped my head, watching as three butlers ran past, one tripping a bit as he moved. I was walking to the edge of the hall to see what they were running from when the siren sounded.


  I’d never heard it before tonight, but I knew what that sound meant: rebels.


  I sprinted back and burst into America’s room. If people were running, maybe we were already behind.


  “Damn it, damn it, damn it,” I muttered. She needed to get dressed fast.


  “Huh?” she said sleepily.


  Clothes. I needed to find clothes. “Get up, Mer! Where are your damn shoes?”


  She flicked her blanket off and stepped right into them. “Here. I need my robe,” she added, pointing as she adjusted her shoes. I was glad she understood the urgency so quickly.


  I found the bundled fabric at the end of her bed and tried to make heads or tails of it.


  “Don’t bother, I’ll carry it.” She pulled it out of my hands, and I rushed her to the door.


  “You need to hurry,” I warned. “I don’t know how close they are.”


  She nodded. I could feel the adrenaline pulsing through me, and though I knew better, I jerked her back, embracing her in the dark.


  I pushed my lips to hers, locking her to me with a hand knotted into her hair. Stupid. So, so stupid. But right in a thousand ways. It felt like an eternity had passed since we’d kissed this deeply, but we fell into it so easily. Her lips were warm, and the familiar taste of her skin lingered in them. Underneath the faintest hint of vanilla, I could smell her, too, the natural scent that clung to her hair and cheeks and neck.


  I would have stayed there all night, and sensed she might have done the same, but I needed her to get to the safe room.


  “Go. Now,” I ordered, pushing her into the hallway, not looking back as I rounded the corner to face whatever was waiting for me.


  I unholstered my gun, checking in both directions for anything out of place. I saw the swish of a maid’s skirt as she ducked into one of the secret safe rooms. I hoped that Lucy and Mary had already made their way to Anne and were hidden in their quarters, far away from danger.


  Hearing the unmistakable sound of shots being fired, I ran down the hall toward the main stairwell. It sounded like the rebels were contained to the first floor, at least, so I knelt at the corner of the wall, watching the curve of the steps, waiting.


  A moment later, someone ran up the stairs. It took less than a second for me to identify the man as an intruder. I aimed and fired, hitting him in the arm. With a grunt the rebel fell back, and I saw a guard bolting up to capture him.


  A crash down the hall told me that the rebels had found the side staircase and had made their way to the second floor.


  “If you find the king, kill him. Take what you can carry. Let them know we’ve been here!” someone yelled.


  I moved as quietly as I could toward the resounding cheers, ducking into corners and surveying the hallway repeatedly. On one of the peeks back, I noticed two more uniforms. I motioned for them to get low and move slowly. As they got closer, I saw it was Avery and Tanner. I couldn’t have asked for better backup. Avery was a hell of a shot, and Tanner always went above and beyond because he had more than most of us to lose if he didn’t.


  Tanner was one of the few officers who came into the service married. He had told us again and again how his wife complained that he wore his wedding ring on his thumb, but it was his grandfather’s, and they had no means to resize it. He promised her it was the first thing he’d spend his money on when he got home, along with a better ring for her while he was at it.


  She was his America. He was always focused because of her.


  “What’s going on?” Avery whispered.


  “I think I just heard their leader. Ordered men to kill the king and steal what they could.”


  Tanner stood, holding his gun by his ear. “We need to find them, make sure they’re heading up and away from the safe room.”


  I nodded. “There might be more than we can handle, but if we stay low, I think—”


  At the other end of the hall, a door crashed open, and a butler raced out with two rebels behind him. It was the young butler, the one from the kitchen. He looked lost and horrified. The rebels were holding what looked like farm tools, so at least they wouldn’t be able to fire back at us.


  I turned, steadied my weight, and aimed. “Down!” I shouted, and the butler obeyed. I shot, hitting one of the rebels in his leg. Avery got the other, but his shot, intentional or not, looked much more deadly.


  “I’m going to secure them,” Avery said. “Find the leader.”


  I watched the butler stand and bolt for a bedroom, not caring that anyone could easily get in or out. He needed the illusion of safety.


  I heard more shouts, more guns going off, and knew this was going to be one of the bad attacks. My mind became sharp, more focused. I had one mission, and that was all I could see.


  Tanner and I crept up to the third floor, finding several side tables, art pieces, and plants already demolished. A rebel, using something like lumpy paint he must have brought with him, was writing something into the wall. I quickly moved up behind him and butted him in the head with the handle of my gun. He dropped, and I bent to check him for weapons.


  A second later, a fresh wave of gunshots came at the other end of the hall, and Tanner dragged me behind a turned-up couch. When the noise died, we peeked out to assess the damage.


  “I count six,” he said.


  “Same. I can get two, maybe three.”


  “That’s enough. Remainders might rush. Or have guns.”


  I looked around. Taking a shard of broken mirror, I cut part of the couch’s upholstery off and wrapped it around the glass. “Use this if they get too close.”


  “Nice,” Tanner commented, then aimed his gun. I did the same.


  The shots were quick, and we each took out two rebels before the two others turned, running toward us, not away. Remembering orders to keep rebels alive for questioning, I aimed at their legs, but with them moving so frantically, my shots all missed.


  Tanner and I watched as a hulking man lumbered down Tanner’s side of the hall, while an older guy, wiry and wild-eyed, came toward me. I holstered my gun, preparing myself for a fight.


  “Damn. You got the good one,” Tanner commented before launching himself over the chair and running full speed at his opponent.


  I was a split second behind him. The older rebel came at me, yelling with his hands stretched out like claws. I grabbed one of his arms while using my makeshift knife to cut at his chest.


  He wasn’t the strongest thing, and part of me actually pitied him. When I latched on to his arm, I could feel his bones far too easily.


  He whimpered and fell to his knees, and I pulled his arms behind him, securing both those and his legs with restraining bands. As I was tying them together, someone grabbed me from behind and slammed me into a nearby portrait, cutting my forehead on the glass.


  I was dizzy and the blood was already leaking into my eyes, making it harder for me to face my enemy. I felt a thrill of panic before my training came back to me. I crouched as he held on to me from behind, and used my leverage to flip him over my shoulder.


  Though he was much bigger than me, he crashed onto the debris-covered floor. I reached for more restraining bands only to collapse as another rebel barged into me.


  I was pinned to the floor, my arms held down by a large man straddling my stomach.


  His breath was swampy and foul as he spoke into my face.


  “Take me to the king,” he ordered, his voice like gravel.


  I shook my head.


  He released my arms, grabbing fistfuls of my jacket, and I reached up to push at his face. But he pulled me up by my clothes and slammed my head into the floor, making me drop my hands to the ground instantly. My head swam and my breathing felt off. The rebel palmed my skull, forcing me to face him.


  “Where. Is. The. King?”


  “Don’t know,” I gasped, fighting the ache in my head.


  “Come on, pretty boy,” he teased. “Give me the king, and I might let you live.”


  I couldn’t mention the safe room. Even if I hated the things the king did, giving him away meant giving America away, and that was not an option.


  I could lie. Maybe buy myself enough time to get out of this.


  Or I could die.


  “Fourth floor,” I lied. “Hidden room in the east wing. Maxon’s there, too.”


  He smiled, his disgusting breath coming out with his short laugh. “Now, that wasn’t so hard, was it?”


  I stayed silent.


  “Maybe if you’d told me the first time I asked, I wouldn’t have to do this.”


  He laced his hands gruffly around my throat, squeezing. On top of my already cloudy head, this was torture. My legs flailed, and I bucked my hips, trying to throw him off. It was pointless. He was simply too big.


  I felt my limbs stop working, all oxygen escaping my system.


  Who would tell my mother?


  Who would take care of my family?


  . . . at least I kissed America one last time.


  . . . one last time.


  . . . time.


  Through the haze, I heard the gun go off and felt the massive rebel go limp and fall to the side. My throat made bizarre noises as it pulled air into my body again.


  “Leger? You okay?”


  My eyes were going black, so I couldn’t make out Avery’s face. But I heard him. And that was enough.


  CHAPTER 11


  THE DEBRIEFING WAS HELD IN the hospital wing, since so many officers had ended up there.


  “We feel it’s a success that we lost only two men tonight,” our commander said. “Considering their forces, it’s a testament to your training and personal skill that more of you weren’t killed.”


  He paused, like maybe we should applaud, but we were too worn down for that.


  “We have twenty-three rebels contained for sentencing after being interrogated, which is fantastic. However, I’m disappointed at the body count.” He stared us down. “Seventeen. Seventeen rebels dead.”


  Avery ducked his head. He’d already confessed that two of those were his.


  “You are not to kill unless you or another officer is being directly threatened, or if you see a rebel attacking a member of the royal family. We need this scum alive for questioning.”


  I heard a few quiet huffs throughout the wing. This was one order I didn’t like. We could end things so much faster if we simply eliminated the rebels that came into the palace. But the king wanted his answers, and rumor had it there were particular ways he tortured information out of rebels. I hoped never to learn what those ways were.


  “That said, you all did an excellent job protecting the palace and subduing the threat against it. Unless you are one of the few with serious injuries, your posts for the day are the same as originally scheduled. Get sleep if you can, and get ready. It’s going to be a long day with the state the palace is in.”


  The head butler thought it would be best to have the royal family and the Elite do their work outside while the staff worked to get the palace back into a presentable shape. The women of the German Federation and the Italian monarchy were coming in a handful of days and the maids were already overwhelmed with preparations.


  Between the glaring sun, exhaustion, and my starched uniform, I was already uncomfortable. Add the searing pain from the gash in my head, hidden bruises from being strangled, and some damage I couldn’t even remember getting in my leg, and I was just plain miserable.


  The only good thing about this day was that the setup allowed me to be near America. I watched as she sat with Kriss, planning their upcoming event. Besides Celeste, I’d never seen America upset at one of the other girls, but everything about her body language today suggested that she was unhappy with Kriss. Kriss, however, looked completely oblivious as she chatted to America and peeked over at Maxon time and again. It bothered me a little that America followed Kriss’s gaze, but I doubted her feelings were changing. How could she ever look at him and not see Marlee screaming?


  The tents and tables around the lawn almost made it look like the royal family was hosting a garden party. Had I not seen it myself, I wouldn’t have guessed that the palace had been ransacked. Everyone here tended to forget about the attacks and move on.


  I couldn’t figure out if that was because dwelling on the attacks only made them that much more terrifying or if there was simply no time. It occurred to me that if the royal family really stopped and thought about the attacks, maybe they’d find a better way of preventing them.


  “Don’t know why I even bother,” the king said a little too loudly. He handed a paper to someone and gave them a quiet order. “Erase Maxon’s marks on this; they’re distracting.”


  While the words filled my ears, America’s gaze took all of my sight. She watched me carefully. I could tell she was worried about the bandages on my head, the limp in my steps. I gave her a wink, hoping to calm her nerves. I wasn’t sure if I could make it through a whole day on rounds and then switch with someone to guard her door tonight, but if that was my only way to—


  “Rebels! Run!”


  I turned my head toward the palace doors, sure someone was confused.


  “What?” Markson called.


  “Rebels! Inside the palace!” Lodge yelled. “They’re coming!”


  I watched the queen bolt upright and run around the side of the palace, heading for a secret entrance under the protection of her maids.


  The king snatched up his papers. If I was him, I’d be more worried about my neck than any lost information, no matter what those documents said.


  America was still in her chair, paralyzed. I took a step to go get her, but Maxon jumped in front of me, shoving Kriss into my arms.


  “Run!” he ordered. I hesitated, thinking of America. “Run!”


  I did what I had to and bolted as Kriss called out to Maxon over and over again. A split second later, I heard gunshots and saw a swarm of people flood out of the palace, almost an equal mix of soldiers and rebels.


  “Tanner!” I yelled, stopping him as he headed toward the fray. I shoved Kriss in his arms. “Follow the queen.”


  He obeyed without question, and I turned to get Mer.


  “America! No! Come back!” Maxon screamed. I followed his panicked gaze and saw America running frantically toward the forest, rebels fast on her heels.


  No.


  The staccato rhythm of the guards firing accentuated America’s pace, hurried and perilous. The rebels were nearly on top of her, bags stuffed. They seemed younger and fitter than the group last night, and I wondered if these were their children, trying to finish what their parents started.


  I pulled out my gun and took my stance. I had my eye trained on the back of a rebel’s head, and I fired three quick shots. They all missed when the guy zigzagged and ran behind a tree.


  Maxon took a few desperate steps in the direction of the forest, but his father grabbed him before he got very far.


  “Stand down!” Maxon yelled, pushing out of his father’s grasp. “You’ll hit her. Cease fire!”


  Though America wasn’t a member of the royal family, I doubted anyone would be upset if we killed these rebels without questioning. I ran into the field, took my stance again, and shot twice. Nothing.


  Maxon’s hands gripped my collar. “I said stand down!”


  While I was an inch or two taller than he was, and I generally thought him to be a coward, the rage in his eyes at that moment demanded respect.


  “Forgive me, sir.”


  He released me with a push, turning around and running his hand through his hair. I’d never seen him pace like that. It reminded me of his father when he was on the verge of exploding.


  Everything he was showing on the outside, I felt on the inside. One of his Elite was gone; the only girl I’d ever loved was missing. I didn’t know if she would be able to outrun the rebels or find a place to hide. My heart was racing with fear and falling apart in hopelessness at the same time.


  I’d promised May I wouldn’t let anyone hurt her. I’d failed.


  I looked behind me, not sure what I was expecting to see. The girls and staff had all made it to safety. No one remained but the prince, the king, and a dozen or so guards.


  Maxon finally looked up at us, and his expression reminded me of a caged animal. “Get her. Get her now!” he screamed.


  I debated just running into the forest, wanting to reach America before anyone else did. But how would I find her?


  Markson stepped forward. “Come on, boys. Let’s get organized.” We followed him into the field.


  My steps were sluggish and I tried to steady myself. I needed to be sharp today. We’re going to find her, I promised myself. She’s tougher than anyone knows.


  “Maxon, go to your mother,” I heard the king order.


  “You can’t be serious. How am I supposed to sit in some safe room while America’s missing? She could be dead.” I turned back to see Maxon double over and heave, nearly throwing up over the thought.


  King Clarkson pulled him upright, gripping him firmly at the shoulders and shaking him. “Get it together. We need you safe. Go. Now.”


  Maxon balled his fists, slightly bending his elbows, and for a split second, I genuinely thought he was about to punch his father.


  Maybe it wasn’t my place, but I felt certain the king could demolish Maxon if he had the inclination. I didn’t want the guy to die.


  After a few charged breaths, Maxon wrenched himself out of his father’s grasp and stomped into the palace.


  I whipped my head around, hoping the king wouldn’t realize someone had noticed that interaction. I was wondering more and more about the king’s dissatisfaction with his son, but after that, I couldn’t help but think things went much deeper than Maxon scribbling the wrong notes on his paperwork.


  Why would someone so concerned with his son’s safety be so . . . aggressive toward him?


  I caught up to the other officers just as Markson started talking. “Are any of you familiar with this forest?”


  We all stood silent.


  “It’s very large, and branches into a wide spread of trees just a few feet in, as you can see. The palace walls go back about four hundred feet before curving in to meet, but the wall toward the back of the forest has been in disrepair. It wouldn’t be too hard for the rebels to get over a damaged portion, especially considering how easily they got over the strongest sections at the front.”


  Well, perfect.


  “We’re going to spread out in a line and walk slowly. Look for footprints, dropped goods, bent branches, anything that could be a clue to where they’ve taken her. If it gets too dark, we’ll come back for flashlights and fresh men.”


  He eyed us all. “I do not want to come back empty-handed. Either with the lady alive or with her body, we are not leaving the king or prince without answers tonight, do you understand me?”


  “Yes, sir,” I yelled, and the others joined.


  “Good. Spread out.”


  We had only moved a few yards when Markson held out a hand, stopping me.


  “That’s a pretty serious limp, Leger. Are you up for this?” he asked.


  My blood drained, and I pictured myself going into a rage much like Maxon had. There was no way in hell I wasn’t going.


  “I’m perfectly fine, sir,” I vowed.


  Markson looked me over again. “We need a strong team for this. Maybe you should stay behind.”


  “No, sir,” I answered quickly. “I’ve never disobeyed an order, sir. Don’t make me do it now.”


  My eyes were dead serious, and I was sure that was what he saw when I stared him down, determined to go. There was a half smile on his face when he nodded and started heading toward the trees.


  “Fine. Let’s go.”


  Everything felt like it was moving in slow motion. We would call out for America, and stop to listen for a reply, finding ourselves fooled by the slightest motion or breeze. Someone would find a footprint, but the dirt was so dry, the mark would have disintegrated into nothing two steps later, leaving us with little more than wasted time. Twice we found scraps of clothes caught in low branches, but nothing matched what America was wearing. The worst was the few drops of blood we found. We stopped for an hour to look through every cloistered tree, explore any speck of dirt that might have been upturned.


  The evening was coming on, and soon we would lose the light.


  While the others marched forward, I stood still for a minute. In any other scenario, I would have found this beautiful. The light filtered down, almost like it wasn’t sunshine at all, but its ghost. The trees reached for one another, like they were desperate for company, and the entire feeling of the place was somewhat haunting.


  And I had to brace myself for the possible reality that I would leave this place and not have her with me. Worse, I might leave it carrying her body.


  The thought was crippling. What would I fight for in this world if I wasn’t fighting for her?


  I was trying to look for the good. She was the only good in me.


  I bit back the tears and stood strong. I would just have to keep fighting.


  “Be sure to look everywhere,” Markson reminded us. “If they’ve killed her, they might have hung her or tried to bury her. Pay attention.”


  His words made me feel sick again, but I pushed past them. “Lady America!” I cried out.


  “I’m here!” I trained my ears on the sound, too afraid to believe. “I’m over here!”


  America came running, shoeless and dirty, and I holstered my gun to open my arms for her.


  “Thank goodness.” I sighed. I wanted to kiss her then and there. But she was breathing and in my arms, and that would have to be enough. “I’ve got her! She’s alive!” I called to the others, watching as the uniforms came toward us.


  She was trembling a little, and I could tell she was stunned from the whole experience.


  Injured leg or not, I was keeping her in my arms no matter what. I cradled her to me, and she put her hands behind my head, holding on. “I was terrified we were going to find your body somewhere,” I confessed. “Are you hurt?”


  “My legs a little.”


  I peeked down, and there were some bloody cuts. All things considered, we were lucky.


  Markson stopped in front of us, trying to contain his happiness at finding her. “Lady America, are you injured at all?”


  “Just some scratches on my legs.”


  “Did they try to hurt you?” he continued.


  “No. They never caught up to me.”


  That’s my girl.


  All the faces wore gleefully shocked expressions at this news, but Markson was by far the happiest. “None of the other girls could have outrun them, I don’t think.”


  America let out a breath and smiled. “None of the other girls is a Five.”


  I laughed, hearing the others do the same. Not every experience in the lowers was useless.


  “Good point.” Markson gave me a pat on the shoulder while he looked at America. “Let’s get you back.” He led the way, shouting out more instructions.


  “I know you’re fast and smart, but I was terrified,” I told her as we moved.


  She put her mouth to my ear. “I lied to the officer.”


  “What do you mean?” I whispered back.


  “They did catch up with me, eventually.” I stared at her, wondering what was so bad that she didn’t want to confess it in front of the others. “They didn’t do anything, but this one girl saw me. She curtsied and ran off.”


  Relief set in. Then confusion. “Curtsied?”


  “I was surprised, too. She didn’t look angry or threatening at all. In fact, she just looked like a normal girl.” She paused a minute before adding, “She had books, lots of them.”


  “That seems to happen a lot,” I told her. “No clue what they’re doing with them. My guess is kindling. I think it’s cold where they stay.”


  It seemed more and more apparent that the rebels just wanted to ruin everything the palace had—its fine things, its walls, even its sense of safety—and taking the king’s prized possessions for the sake of having something to burn seemed like a big middle finger to the monarchy.


  Had I not seen how cruel they could be firsthand, I would have found it funny.


  The others were so close that we kept silent for the rest of the trip, but the walk felt much shorter with America in my arms. I wished it was longer. After today, I didn’t want her anywhere I couldn’t see her.


  “The next few days might be busy for me, but I’ll try to come see you soon,” I whispered as the palace came into view. I’d have to give her back to them now.


  She tilted in toward me. “Okay.”


  “Take her to Doctor Ashlar, Leger, and you’re off duty. Good job today,” Markson said, slapping my back again.


  The halls were still full of staff cleaning up from the first attack, and the nurses were so quick when we got to the hospital wing that I didn’t get to speak to America again. But as I laid her on the bed, looking at her tattered dress and sliced legs, I couldn’t help but think this was all my fault. When I traced the steps back to the very start, I knew that it was. I had to start making up for it.


  America was sleeping when I crept into the hospital wing that night. She was cleaner, but her face still seemed worried, even at rest.


  “Hey, Mer,” I whispered, rounding her bed. She didn’t stir. I didn’t dare sit, not even with the excuse of checking on the girl I rescued. I stood in the freshly pressed uniform I would only wear for the few minutes it took to deliver this message.


  I reached out to touch her, but then pulled back. I looked into her sleeping face and spoke.


  “I—I came to tell you I’m sorry. About today, I mean.” I sucked in a deep breath. “I should have run for you. I should have protected you. I didn’t, and you could have died.”


  Her lips pursed and unpursed as she dreamed.


  “Honestly, I’m sorry for a lot more than that,” I admitted. “I’m sorry I got mad in the tree house. I’m sorry I ever said to send in the stupid form. It’s just that I have this idea . . .” I swallowed. “I have this idea that maybe you were the only one I could make everything right for.


  “I couldn’t save my dad. I couldn’t protect Jemmy. I can barely keep my family afloat, and I just thought that maybe I could give you a shot at a life that would be better than the one that I would have been able to give you. And I convinced myself that was the right way to love you.”


  I watched her, wishing I had the nerve to confess this while she could argue back with me and tell me how wrong I’d been.


  “I don’t know if I can undo it, Mer. I don’t know if we’ll ever be the same as we used to be. But I won’t stop trying. You’re it for me,” I said with a shrug. “You’re the only thing I’ve ever wanted to fight for.”


  There was so much more to say, but I heard the door to the hospital wing open. Even in the dark, Maxon’s suit was impossible to miss. I started walking away, head down, trying to look like I was just on a round.


  He didn’t acknowledge me, barely even noticed me as he moved to America’s bed. I watched him pull up a chair and settle in beside her.


  I couldn’t help but be jealous. From that first day in her brother’s apartment—from the very moment I knew how I felt about America—I’d been forced to love her from afar. But Maxon could sit beside her, touch her hand, and the gap between their castes didn’t matter.


  I paused by the door, watching. While the Selection had frayed the line between America and me, Maxon himself was a sharp edge, capable of cutting the string entirely if he got too close. But I couldn’t get a clear idea of just how near America was letting him.


  All I could do was wait and give America the time she seemed to need. Really, we all needed it.


  Time was the only thing that would settle this.
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