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I covered my mouth with my mother’s shawl and cut through the 

poisonous ash, ignoring the battered warnings signs. Going past the 

wall is death. Inhale too much ash and it will kill you. But this 

wasn’t my first time skirting the laws. I headed away from the 

purification engines, whose motors filled our town with a constant 

hum, and climbed the oak tree that had grown too close to the 

perimeter fence ringing our compound. 

As I shuffled out to the tip of a gnarled branch, the buzz of 

electricity radiating from the fence made the hair on my arm stand 

up. We didn’t have much electricity in Algrave, but I knew it was 

dangerous. I gripped the rough bark between my fingers, wobbling 

slightly as I blinked away a chunk of ash that had gotten stuck in 

my eyelashes. It wouldn’t harm me in small doses, as long as I 

didn’t breathe it in. But the ash wasn’t the only thing beyond the 

fence that could kill me. 

My father used to tell me stories about the beasts outside the 

gates. Rancid breath. Claws as long as my arm. Teeth that could 

pierce the hardest stone. Their beady red eyes—the last thing you’d 

see before they ripped you open. Slagpaw, we called them. His 

stories terrified me when I was young, but it had been years since 

the last attack. Maybe the elite hunted them to extinction, or maybe 

they were just a story to scare the village kids from wandering too 

far into the dark woods. But I wasn’t a child any more, and my 

father was gone. Besides, it was Festival tonight, and I didn’t want 

to be late. 



I lowered myself down from the branch and dropped into the 

carefully prepared pile of leaves waiting for me. I nearly broke my 

ankle the first time I made the journey. This time I rolled, tucking 

my bow to the side. I brushed myself off and took a deep breath 

through my shawl. It filtered out the ash while letting in the fresh 

scent of pine sap. Nocking an arrow, I walked forward silently, my 

bow ready. My father taught me how to walk without snapping twigs 

when I was younger. He said it might save my life someday. I never 

really understood what he meant, and he died before I could ask 

him. 

He left behind a bow he made himself, a hunting knife, and a 

few basic traps. When I realized my mother planned to sell them, 

I begged her to let me use them instead. She gave me a month to 

learn how to hunt. Twenty-eight days later, I came home with my 

first rabbit. Since then, she’s pretty much given me free rein, as 

long as I helped put food on the table. 

Of course, she didn’t know how far I really needed to go to get 

meat these days. She thought I stayed within the compound and 

waited for a really stupid bird or squirrel to wander in. That hadn’t 

happened in months. I was sick of hearing my little brother 

complain that he was hungry. He was too young to understand 

rationing, or why we could never buy the sweet pastries in the 

market. 

My mom did what work she could, but there weren’t exactly a 

lot of paying jobs in the compounds. At night, she soaked her feet 

in hot water with herbs, and rubbed the back of her neck. 

Sometimes I’d catch her staring at the walls and smiling to herself. 

I think she was secretly looking forward to the choosing ceremony. 

Not that anybody in our family had ever been chosen, but she 

could hope. For my part, I was determined to make myself useful 



in any way that I could. And this could be my last Festival at home 

with my family. I wanted to make it special. 

Twigs snapped behind me and I whirled around, pulling the taut 

string of my bow to my ear. A buck with magnificent antlers moved 

slowly through the trees. I’d never killed anything so large before. 

At least it was an easy target. I held my breath as it turned its three 

eyes towards me. Radioactive, my father would have said. 

Whatever that meant. Meat was meat. I steadied my breath, aiming 

for the front of its body, hoping to hit one of the vital organs. 

I was just about to release my arrow when I heard the voices. 

My eyes widened in surprise and my heart pounded like a drum in 

my chest. There shouldn’t be anybody else beyond the wall, 

unless… 

Oh, shit. 
I ducked just in time to see a group of elites wander into the 

meadow, laughing and shoving each other. They looked like us, 

mostly—but I knew they were faster and stronger than any human. 

And far more dangerous than the creatures in my father’s bedtime 

stories. Apart from the annual choosing ceremony, and a small 

team of engineers that came through our village every few months 

to check the machines, I hadn’t had much interaction with the elite. 

They all looked young, healthy, and clean in a way the people of 

my village could never hope to look, as if they took a bath every 

night and every morning. These ones were wearing richer materials 

and clothing than I’d ever seen. 

One of the elite held a finger up to his mouth. He ran a thin-

fingered hand over the long, dark hair slicked back over his ears, 

then signalled the others to loop around to the other side of a small 

meadow. I was so sure they smelled me, my heart nearly stopped. 

I crouched on my toes, preparing to run, but then one of them 

hollered and chased the buck into the clearing. My buck. The rest 



of them ran around the animal in circles, terrifying the poor beast. 

They let it dart around and think it could escape into the woods, 

before appearing just in front of it again. They moved so fast my 

eyes could scarcely keep track of them. 

The one with dark hair straightened his purple velvet jacket and 

approached the animal, keeping his arms out to both sides until he 

was right in front of it. Without warning, he grabbed the buck by 

the antlers and snapped them both off with a firm twist. As the 

animal stood there, stunned, he plunged the antlers into either side 

of the buck, skewering it and sending a spray of blood up over his 

white shirt and pale face. Then he smiled, licking the blood from 

the corners of his mouth. 

My stomach turned sour as the other elites crowded around the 

animal. They raised silver chalices to the still-quivering animal, 

filling their cups with warm blood. One of them found a vein, and 

latched his teeth around the creature’s neck. He bit down hard, 

and blood streamed over his lips and chin. I shuddered and took 

a step backwards. 

The leader’s head snapped up, and he looked straight at me 

with hungry eyes. Before I could even think about running, he was 

at my side. A cruel smile played on his lips as he glared down at 

me. Very slowly, he took an embroidered handkerchief out of his 

dark jacket and wiped the deer’s blood off his face. 

“Ready for a new game, boys?” he called. 

He lifted me up in one smooth motion and flung me over his 

shoulders. I pushed and struggled against his body, but it was like 

trying to move a house; his muscles felt like solid stone. His fingers 

dug into my flesh as he carried me back towards his friends. I was 

considering gouging his eye with my thumb when he dumped me 

on the ground. Probably would have been a stupid move anyway—

everyone knew the penalty for physically harming an elite. 



“What have you found there, Nigel?” one of his friends asked, 

brushing back locks of sandy blond hair. Blood spilled from his 

cup as he gestured towards me, staining the ash-covered soil. 

“She may not be as swift as the deer, but I bet she’ll taste much 

better,” said the third, with shaggy brown hair and leather pants. 

Each of them were gorgeous, in their own way, but that didn’t make 

them less terrifying. I’d escaped from the compound and wandered 

unchaperoned into the wilderness. My heart raced as I thought 

about all the things they could do to me. And how nobody would 

even find my body. 

“Run,” the one called Nigel commanded, a cruel grin on his 

lips. His companions spread out in a circle around me. “See if you 

can get away from us.” 

“I can’t,” I protested. “You’re too fast.” 

“Now, that’s no way to think,” he replied. His friends laughed 

as he teased me. “You should have more faith in yourself, a strong 

young thing like you. I’ll tell you what. We’ll stand over at the edge 

of the trees, way over here.” 

He moved to show me the place he meant, leaving me alone in 

the center of the clearing. “If you make it to the other side and 

touch the trunk of any tree, we’ll let you go.” 

Looking behind me, I took note of the closest tree. It was only 

twenty feet or so away. Maybe I could make it. I launched myself 

up and forced my legs to push harder and faster than I’d ever 

moved them before. It was no use. I only made it halfway before 

being flung backwards by an incredible force. I landed where I’d 

started—breathless and groaning in pain. 

“You almost had me that time! Why not try again?” called Nigel 

from the other side of the meadow. More laughter followed, and I 

realized they were going to kill me. There were rules against it, of 

course. Elites weren’t allowed to feed on commons. Not without 



permission. But we were only protected if we stayed inside the 

compounds. People would assume I ran away and inhaled too 

much ash, or got eaten by wild animals. My body would be buried 

in ash and lost forever. My little brother and sister would think I 

abandoned them. I couldn’t let that happen. 

I could never beat them, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t going to 

fight back. Gritting my teeth, I slowly pulled my father’s hunting 

knife out of my boot. I darted forward, hiding the knife in front of 

my body. When I reached the same place I’d made it to before, I 

lashed out—just in time to see the blur of a shape moving in front 

of me. I felt the knife hit its mark and sink into flesh. Another blow 

sent me flying backwards, but not before I heard a cry of surprise 

from my tormenter. 

“You little bitch!” Nigel exclaimed. He sounded more amused 

than upset. 

“First of all, I’m sure you know that the punishment for 

attacking an elite with violence is death. Zero exceptions. I was 

thinking of letting you go—after toying with you for a while, of 

course—but that’s out of the question now. 

“Secondly,” he grabbed me by the hair and forced me to look 

at his forearm. A large, deep gash from my knife was just beginning 

to seal itself up. “We heal quickly. Even if you haven’t had much 

personal experience with our kind, surely you’ve heard the rumors. 

We’re practically immortal. You can’t hurt us. You, on the other 

hand….” He brought his fingernails softly down the side of my face, 

and let one sink into my skin. I felt a drop of blood run down my 

cheek. 

“So soft, so fragile,” he murmured. 

His gaze dropped from my chin to my chest, and he brushed 

away a lock of my dark hair. The neckline of my shirt hung open 

and my torso was dripping with sweat. There was a flicker in his 



amber eyes that turned my blood cold. I’d seen that look before 

from men in the village, when they didn’t know I was looking. 

Licking his lips, Nigel motioned for his friends to pin me down. I 

screamed as he tore off my shirt, exposing my bra. 

“That’s enough.” A voice tore through the meadow, with such 

force that the wildflowers bowed their heads. Through my tears, I 

saw a blurry shape walk into the clearing. The newcomer had a 

blue jacket and beige pants. He carried himself with the calm 

confidence of someone who expected to be obeyed. 

The other elites backed away, but Nigel held his ground. 

“We’re just having some fun, Damien. Of course, you’re 

welcome to join us…” Nigel smiled. 

“She doesn’t look like she’s having fun,” the newcomer said, 

nodding at me. His hair was light blond, and had a glowing shine 

to it. “And you’re breaking the law. Commons aren’t to harmed, 

not without consent. We follow the agreement, just like them. 

That’s the only way this works.” 

“She broke the rules first,” one of the others piped up. “She 

shouldn’t even be out here.” 

The newcomer shot him a piercing look and he dropped his 

eyes to the ground. 

“It’s not as if she was going to tell anyone,” Nigel grumbled. 

“Besides, who would believe her?” 

The one called Damien took a step closer, and I saw muscles 

tighten under his jacket. 

“I won’t let a fool like you ruin a century of progress.” 

He kept his voice calm and low, but I could sense the threat 

behind them. 

“We don’t obey you,” the blond one called out, but there was 

uncertainty in his eyes. 



“But you will obey the covenant, and the laws of our people. Or 

you will face the consequences.” 

Damien reached down and grabbed my blouse. He shook off 

the ash and handed it back to me. I clutched it against my bare 

skin, then tugged it on awkwardly under the watchful gaze of four 

powerful elite. When I was done, Damien held out a hand and 

helped me up. His eyes were vivid blue—the color of the sky I’d 

never seen—and soft with concern. 

“We’re sorry about this, Miss,” he said. “You’re welcome to file 

a complaint through your community leaders or at the next council 

meeting.” 

Nigel scoffed, glaring at Damien. Then he bared his teeth in a 

feral snarl. 

“This was a mistake,” Nigel said. “You won’t always have your 

father to protect you.” Then he and the others moved away 

sullenly, leaving me alone with the stranger. I tugged on my shirt, 

and clambered to my feet. “I can go?” I asked. 

Damien nodded, gesturing with one hand that I was free to 

leave. 

My heart was still pounding in my ears. I knew I should run 

home immediately, but I hated to return empty-handed. I took two 

hesitant steps before turning back. 

“And the deer?” I asked, nodding at the fresh carcass. I was 

pushing my luck, but I had to try. Damien raised his dark eyebrows 

in surprise. 

“That deer would feed my whole family for weeks,” I said with 

a shrug. “I’d rather not leave it here to rot.” 

“Could you even carry a buck that big?” The elite crossed his 

arms, studying the deer, while I studied him. His face was strong, 

with a proud chin and a straight nose—but his skin looked smooth 



and soft. If he were human, he might have been a few years older 

than me. 

I picked up my knife and wiped it off against my jeans. “I could 

cut it into manageable chunks, and make several trips.” 

“You’d need me to stand guard,” he frowned. “And I hadn’t 

exactly planned to babysit.” 

My cheeks flushed red. “I can take care of myself,” I lied. 

“Right,” Damien laughed. “How was that going for you before I 

showed up?” 

His smile made him twice as handsome, and an aching warmth 

spread through my body. 

“Tell you what,” he said. “I’ll walk you to the fence and throw 

the deer over. You can dress it once you’re safely inside the 

compound.” 

“I’d be greatly indebted to you,” I said, with an awkward curtsey. 

I had no idea how I was supposed to behave with him. I’d never 

been this close to an elite before, and certainly never spoken with 

one. He smelled like soap and foreign spices that tickled my nose. 

He walked me back to the fence, carrying the buck easily in one 

hand. I realized he was holding it out away from him, probably so 

he wouldn’t get blood on his fine clothes. When we reached the 

wall, Damien swung the buck over the fence, then watched me as 

I looped my shawl around the branch I’d dropped from. I hauled 

myself up until I could reach the limb. 

“The perimeter fences are for your safety,” he said, as he 

watched me scramble across the tree branch and drop down on the 

other side. “There’s a reason we built the compounds. I’ll send 

someone to cut this tree down, someone should have noticed it 

earlier. But if there’s another way out, and you come out here 

again, I doubt you’ll survive.” 



I nodded, my eyes wide and serious. I could feel the gentle buzz 

of the electric fence between us. 

“I never knew an elite could be like you,” I blurted out as he 

turned away. 

He glanced back at me over his shoulder and raised one 

eyebrow. 

“Incredibly dashing?” he smirked. His features were so 

symmetrical they almost made me dizzy, like two perfect halves 

adding up to something more than a whole. His blue eyes were like 

an anchor, grounding me against the tumbling sensation in my 

stomach. 

“Kind,” I said. 

He frowned then, and his eyes stormed over. 

“Don’t expect it to happen again. Nigel’s not one to forgive a 

slight easily, and next time, I won’t be there to save you. Oh and, 

you’d better clean yourself up before going home.” 

I frowned as I looked down at myself, half covered in mud, 

sweat and tears—along with a few dark stains of blood. Great first 

impression. Before I had a chance to respond, Damien headed 

back towards the woods. I watched him until he disappeared into 

the ash. My body was buzzing uncomfortably, the way it did when 

I was in danger. Only this time it wasn’t just from the electric fence. 
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It wasn’t until I was alone that I felt my lungs burning. I’d breathed 

too much ash, but renewal was in three days. I would just have to 

survive until then. I wheezed my way home, suddenly exhausted 

after this morning’s ordeal. 

“Sweet Mercy!” my mom said when I appeared in the doorway. 

My clothes and face were covered in blood, and I was lugging an 

enormous flank of deer across my shoulder. “I haven’t seen an 

animal like that in twenty years. Not since your father and I were 

young. Where on earth—” 

“I had to walk for miles before I caught its tracks,” I said. 

“But how did the poor thing get through the fence?” she asked. 

“I don’t know,” I said, shrugging my shoulders. “Must have 

jumped.” 

She looked in both directions before ushering me in. I wasn’t 

one of the licensed hunters, so technically I didn’t have the right to 

hunt on public land. As long as I was just feeding my family, 

nobody really cared, but a catch this big was hard to ignore. 

“I’ll start cooking this up,” she said as I heaved the carcass onto 

the kitchen table. She tied an apron around her blue dress and 

pulled her dark hair into a ponytail. 

“There’s more out by the fence,” I said. 

“Jamie!” she called. “Go help your sister carry the meat in.” 



My little brother poked his head down the stairs. His hair was 

golden blond, just like my little sister Loralie. I was the black sheep 

of the family. Not only several years older than my siblings, but my 

hair is tangled and dark, like a spider’s web or a bird’s nest. Mom 

said I should try brushing it, instead of climbing trees and getting 

in trouble, 

“That’s alright,” I replied before he could come down. “I’ll grab 

Trev. He’ll be able to carry more.” 

“Wash your face first,” Mom instructed, handing me a wet rag. 

“You’ll scare the neighbors.” I winced as I ran the cloth over the 

cut on my cheek. I had a bruise on my stomach as big as an eggplant 

from where Nigel punched me, and his fingers had left marks on 

my arms. I changed shirts and pulled on a long-sleeve jacket, before 

heading back outside 

I knocked on the door of the third house down the street and 

waited impatiently. Trevor’s father was the town blacksmith, and 

the two of us had been best friends since we were little. He spent 

most of his days fishing the small stream that came through our 

land, and we often traded fish for pheasants and rabbits at the 

town’s market. I grinned as he opened the door, filling the frame 

with his broad shoulders. 

“I’ve got something for you,” I told him, “but you’re going to 

have to help me carry it.” 

“Rabbit?” he asked, pushing his dark hair away from his eyes. 

“Better,” I grinned. 

He grabbed his jacket, then followed me through town. It took 

us five minutes to clear the residential area; neat rows of cottages 

and cabins that were constructed after the Culling. 

Trev gasped when he saw the kill. 

“What did you tell your mom?” he asked, eyes wide. “No way 

a buck that big could have squeezed through the fence.” 



“Willful ignorance,” I said. “She’s not that interested in where I 

go.” 

“It’s a shame the antlers broke off. This would have made one 

hell of a trophy. Where did you shoot it?” he asked, checking the 

body. “How many arrows did it take to bring it down?” 

“It’s complicated,” I said lamely, clasping my fingers together in 

front of me. 

Trev ran his fingers over the flank and froze when he reached 

the neck. 

“These are bite marks,” he murmured, turning white. Then he 

spun around and grabbed me by the shoulders. “Did they see 

you?” he demanded. 

I shook my head, but kept my eyes down so he wouldn’t read 

the lie off my face. 

“I was careful. They were just hunting it for sport, and they left 

the body.” 

Trev clenched his hands into fists and squeezed them together. 

I knew he was trying to keep from shouting at me. I don’t know 

how many times he’d made me promise not to go over the fence 

without him. He lifted my chin to study the scratch on my cheek. 

“You could have been killed,” he said softly. I was startled to 

hear his voice shake a little. “If anybody knew you were past the 

barrier, if they found out… you could be flogged. Or worse.” 

“You know meat’s been scarce lately. And with Festival tonight, 

I just wanted to give them something to remember me by.” 

“You’re not going anywhere.” Trev’s voice rumbled in his chest, 

almost like a growl. 

Trev reached down and took my hand in his, rubbing his thumb 

gently over my knuckles. I lowered my eyes, unable to meet the 

intensity of his gaze. 

“I need you to be more careful. If anything happened to you—” 



He stared down at me with warm eyes, and I felt my skin tingle. 

Heat flushed my cheeks when he leaned in closer, our breaths 

mingling. But just as he was about to kiss me, I shoved him away 

and punched him on the shoulder, laughing. It was fake and 

strained, sure, but it was better than the alternative. 

Trev forced a chuckle, brushing a lock of curly brown hair away 

from his face, but I could tell he was annoyed. I knew how he felt 

about me. How could I not? Sure, I’d noticed the changes in him 

these last two years—I wasn’t blind. Sometimes when he helped his 

dad in the shop, his strong arms pounding a sledgehammer onto 

red-hot rods of metal, his sculpted abs would drip with sweat. I’ll 

admit I’ve had… inappropriate thoughts. But I wasn’t sure I was 

ready to risk our friendship. 

Besides, even if we wanted to be together, we didn’t have the 

right to make that decision. Relationships in the compound were 

forbidden until after the choosing. Why even get our hopes up if it 

could all be taken away? Trev helped carry the meat back, then 

kissed my mom on the cheek while stealing a piece of her famous 

apple crumble pie. He winked at me as she chased him out the 

door with a wooden spoon. Then she frowned at my appearance 

and pointed upstairs. Most days I wore my dad’s old trousers, but 

tonight was Festival, the biggest holiday of the year. We didn’t have 

many occasions to get dressed up, and I knew my mom wanted me 

to look nice. Normally I’d resist, but this could be my last Festival 

at home, and I’d do anything to make my mother happy. 

After showering, I put on my favorite dress and dabbed just a 

hint of red lipstick on my lips for color. I rarely wore makeup, but 

it looked great with the green fabric. It was the same dress I wore 

last year, but the fabric was only slightly frayed. I’d grown so quickly 

this would probably be the last time I could wear it before handing 

it down to Loralie, my little sister. My pale skin looked almost white 



against the forest green dress, and dark circles from weeks of 

disturbed sleep made my eyes look unnaturally large. 

I’d always looked forward to Festival. There would be lights, 

firecrackers, apple pie and ice cream. Games and dancing. But this 

year was different. I felt a knot in my stomach, and chewed on my 

bottom lip. Only the prettiest girls got chosen, I told myself. I knew 

I was too thin and tall—all knees and elbows. But I hated the 

uncertainty. This could be my last night in the compound. My last 

night with my friends and family, and the only life I had ever 

known. I sighed, then went downstairs to help my mom finish 

setting up the table in front of our house. It was no use worrying 

about what I couldn’t control. 

Jamie and Loralie were already running around the meadow, 

involved in some game that involved sticks and ribbons. Trev 

whistled when he saw me, and I rolled my eyes at him. He had 

repaired the buck’s head with screws and steel wire, and the 

magnificent antlers stood proudly from the table in front of our 

house. We were roasting the meat on a spit; fat dripped into the 

coals, releasing the delicious smell of crushed herbs and garlic. It 

would probably feed two hundred people. We weren’t a wealthy 

family, and in some previous years we’d had a disappointing 

showing. It was nice to feel like we were actually contributing this 

year. 

At Festival, each family put out an array of prepared dishes, and 

everybody shared and sampled. For wealthier families, it was a 

chance to show off. For poorer families, a chance to eat delicacies 

they could only dream about the rest of the year. The council 

members also used Festival as a way to keep track of how the 

households were doing, so that they could assess rations. 10% of 

each family’s income went to the council, and they could save it, 



store it or redistribute it as necessary. We had lean months, but 

nobody went hungry. 

There were 2,735 people in Algrave. I knew the exact number 

because population was monitored, and each compound never 

exceeded 3,000 people. A large sign near the front gates was 

updated daily to account for births and deaths. As long as there 

were no problems, the elites mostly left us alone to manage 

ourselves. Travel was forbidden, though special access passes could 

be obtained for trade, study or in rare cases, marriage—which left 

some room for interaction and communication between different 

compounds. And there were dozens of compounds. I didn’t know 

how many. My father told me once he’d been to three others in his 

life. There were some small differences in dress and food, he said, 

but they were pretty much the same. The whine of the purification 

machines; the neat rows of houses; the electric fence to keep out 

predators. 

I turned towards the stage at the sound of music playing through 

the speakers, just in time to see Mayor Thompson grab a 

microphone. A moment later, his voice boomed over the crowd. 

“Welcome, everyone, to the Ninety-Eighth Annual Festival of 

Algrave!” People started cheering and clapping their hands. “Please 

join me in the Pledge of Allegiance.” 

I put my right hand over my heart and recited it from memory, 

along with everyone else. 

“I pledge allegiance to the kingdom, which was founded for my 

protection. I’m thankful for the covenant between our two races, 

which saved my humanity, and the elixir that restores my body. 

Peace, health, and life—for all.” Trevor stood beside me, and I 

noticed his arms were crossed. I nudged him with my elbow, and 

he raised a hand to his heart, but kept his lips tightly pressed 

together. Sure, life wasn’t perfect in Algrave, but the purification 



engines kept the compound free of ash, and the weekly renewal 

ceremony prevented sickness. Everyone knew the alternative was 

death. With the poisonous ash and the mutant creatures that 

roamed the wilderness, living in the compound was the only way 

for humans to survive. What other choice was there? 

There were several minor announcements, but nothing formal—

the Festival was a celebration, not a pageant. That would come 

tomorrow. Enjoying the excitement, I wandered around with Jamie 

and Loralie, looking at all the decorated tables and grabbing 

handfuls of food. We’d already made one loop around the main 

square, and were about to get in line for cinnamon crisps, when I 

saw Trevor talking with a man I didn’t recognize. I started to wave, 

but something about their posture made me hesitate. They stood 

in the shadows next to a barn, almost like they didn’t want to be 

seen. I knew everyone in Algrave, but I’d never seen this bearded 

stranger. He was wearing a long coat that seemed thicker than 

necessary, and a knitted cap lined with fur with flaps that covered 

his ears. Was he from another compound?How did Trev know 

him? I watched him dig into his pocket, then hand something to 

Trev. I saw the glint of metal changing hands just before someone 

slammed into my shoulder. 

Jessica’s eyes lit up when she saw me, but not because we were 

friends. Her father was on the city council, and she was easily the 

prettiest girl in the compound. I usually went out of my way to avoid 

Jessica and her sidekicks. 

“Nice dress, Emily,” she sneered. “I remember it from last year. 

But don’t worry, it totally looks great on you. Nobody else would 

know how old it is. Looking forward to tomorrow? I for one 

can’t wait to get out of this place.” 

Jessica was wearing a pink dress that looked brand new—it must 

have been traded in one of the other compounds. Her blond hair 



fell in perfect tangles around her pear shaped face. Of course she’d 

get chosen. 

“At least you can look forward to staying in the compound, 

hunting rabbits or whatever. I guess the blood is the only way to 

cover your hands.” 

She’d been teasing me about my birthmarks for years—red 

splotches that ran from my wrists to the ends of my fingertips. They 

looked like stains from picking berries, but more angular, like 

thorns. Birthmarks were fairly common in the compound, but 

mine were more visible than most. She wasn’t wrong though, what 

kind of elite would choose a girl with such an obvious defect? 

Like usual, I wished for a snappy comeback but came up empty. 

Only this time it was worse, because the ash in my lungs made me 

feel like I couldn’t breathe, like I was choking on my own tongue. 

I was saved when my best friend Amber interrupted us. 

“See you later, sweeties—hopefully never.” She steered me away 

from Jessica’s glare as I went into a coughing fit. Amber handed 

me a glass of blackberry wine, and I took a few gulps to clear my 

throat. 

“Nervous about tomorrow?” she asked, shoving a scone in her 

mouth. I loved that she wasn’t worried about her figure the day 

before choosing—she was obviously more interested in the sweets 

than in going to the citadel of lights. I plucked an extra scone off 

her plate and tore it apart with my fingers. It was soft and sweet, 

with just a hint of bitter from the sesame seeds. 

“I don’t know,” I shrugged. “Maybe.” I was under no delusions 

that I was going to get picked. This was Algrave, after all. Maybe 

one out of every ten girls in Algrave got Chosen, and this year there 

were forty-five of us. I wasn’t even very pretty, in comparison. 

Honestly, I was more nervous about what would happen after the 

ceremony. I’d be expected to make big decisions that would 



determine the rest of my life. I wasn’t ready to map out my whole 

future. 

When the band began to play, Amber grabbed my arm and 

dragged me out to the dance floor. She spun me around, her curly 

red hair bouncing in the lights. We let the music surround us, and 

I felt it invade my senses, as if my entire world consisted of notes 

and chords. The lights were blurry, and I knew I’d had too much 

wine, but I was having too much fun to stop. When the song 

changed, Loralie, Jamie and I joined hands and spun in circles. 

Then Trev joined in. We laughed until I couldn’t breathe, and fell 

down exhausted into the grass. 

I landed on Trev, and lay there for a while, cushioned in the 

grass with Trev’s warm arm supporting my head and the world 

spinning. A few kids ran by with sparklers, just as the fireworks 

show began. They were so beautiful, and the music was so 

touching, that I felt my eyes tear up. Even though I didn’t think I 

would be picked, it still felt like I was saying goodbye. 

Trev glanced over at me, then jumped up and grabbed my hand. 

He hauled me up and put an arm around my waist, pulling me 

closer. 

“What are you doing?” I asked, a smile curving the corners of 

my lips. The blackberry wine was making me bold. 

“Just one dance, before…” 

Instead of resisting, I leaned into him, resting my head on his 

chest. I could give him this, at least. We spun slowly in time to the 

music, a melancholy song that made me burst with longing. Maybe 

it was the wine, or the song, or the anxiety of what tomorrow would 

bring, but when he reached down and lifted my chin, I didn’t pull 

away. 

His kiss was soft and gentle, as I knew it would be. It made me 

feel safe and warm. 



“I know I’m supposed to wait until tomorrow,” he said, holding 

up something small and shiny. 

“But tomorrow you’ll have a dozen suitors with gold rings better 

than this one. They’ll be lining up at your door. So, I thought, 

before you get any ideas about marrying someone smarter, or 

richer, or better looking… I better make an effort.” 

For just a moment, I let myself sink into the familiar daydream. 

Me and Trevor married, raising children in Algrave. It would be a 

simple, happy life. He’d take over his father’s shop. I’d continue 

hunting—he was probably the only man in the compound who 

wouldn’t expect me to spend all day cooking and cleaning. His 

proposal didn’t surprise me, and really, there was nobody else I 

would seriously consider marrying. 

But he didn’t have the right. Not until tomorrow. Not until after 

the choosing. 

“If I’m still here tomorrow,” I said, slowly running my hands up 

his chest to pat his shoulders, “I promise… to think about it.” I 

smirked at him. 

Rolling his eyes, he kissed me again, but we took it no further. 

The laws were strict. I had to keep myself pure until the 

choosing. 

Just then there was a loud bang and a flash of light. I thought it 

was just another firework at first, but then I heard the shouts. Trev 

and I ran towards the noise. A crowd was already gathering around 

the wooden stage that was set up for the ceremony tomorrow. 

Flames licked its wooden support beams, and a large charred hole 

swallowed up half of the stairs. 

Beside me, Trev’s mouth was pulled tight, but there was a flicker 

of something else in his eyes. 



I saw my mom at the edge of the crowd, with a hand up to her 

heart. She was standing unsteadily. Before I could reach her, she 

collapsed to the side onto the ground. 

“Mom!” I yelled. I pushed through the crowd, until we reached 

my mother. 

“She’s breathing,” Trev said. “And her pulse is strong.” 

“Let’s get her home,” I said. 

Trev lifted her up, and we headed quickly towards our house. 

We’d just reached the front porch when she opened her eyes. 

“I’m fine,” she said. “Trevor, put me down, please.” 

Trev placed her gently on the sofa and I covered her up with a 

blanket. She looked thinner than I remembered. Why hadn’t I 

noticed earlier? 

“What happened?” I asked, squeezing her palm. 

“Just all the excitement I guess,” she said. “I must have fainted.” 

I bit my lip but didn’t say anything, at least not in front of Trevor. 

My mom was usually up before I was, and I’d never seen her faint 

before. She assured us she was fine, then shooed Trevor out of the 

house so I could get my “beauty rest” before the ceremony 

tomorrow. 

“Are you sure you’re okay?” I asked. 

“Never better,” she said, with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes. 

“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Tomorrow’s a big day for 

you. For all of us. Try and get some rest.” 

I wanted to push further, but I knew she wouldn’t tell me 

anything. Not tonight. I headed upstairs to my room in the attic, 

crouching under the low ceiling to reach my bed. I’d been dreading 

the choosing for months, and usually tried not to think about it. On 

the eve of the big day, however, I couldn’t ignore it any longer. 

What if I was chosen tomorrow? My family would be taken care 



of for life, but it didn’t seem fair that Trev and I couldn’t just decide 

to be together, if some elite claimed me for his own instead. 

The citadel of lights was as much a fairytale as my father’s 

monsters, something promised to all little girls. Be good and you’ll 

get chosen and move to the citadel of lights. Be naughty and the 

slagpaw will get you. I wondered how much of the stories I heard 

were based on reality. The girls chosen almost never returned to 

talk about it. But living with an elite, being married to one? I 

couldn’t even imagine it. Reaching up, I brushed my lips with my 

fingers, remembering Trev’s soft kisses. A future with him never 

scared me. 

Suddenly, my mind flashed to a set of mesmerizing blue eyes, 

wondering what it would be like to kiss the lips they belonged to. I 

blushed at the thought. Before today, I’d been terrified of the elite, 

but I’d never met one like Damien before. And the fact that I 

couldn’t stop thinking about him was seriously confusing. What did 

that mean for whatever I felt about Trev? I’d known him my whole 

life, and I was comparing him to someone I’d only known a day. 

As I drifted into a fitful dreams of soft lips and blue skies, I was no 

longer entirely sure I wanted to be overlooked at the choosing. 

 

3 

 

My mother surprised me in the morning with a parcel on the foot 

of my bed, wrapped with twine. Inside was a new gown, in 



lightweight scarlet fabric that felt like air. It must have taken her 

years to save up for it. And the dress wasn’t the only surprise—from 

downstairs I could smell bacon and coffee. When my father was 

alive, we’d have them every week before renewal, but it had been 

months since mom could afford to make what she called aproper 
breakfast. She must have traded some of the deer meat. 

I let the scents pull me downstairs. My mom had a frantic smile, 

which was both excited and nervous. She piled food onto my plate 

and set me down by my brother and sister. Thankfully, nobody felt 

like talking about the ceremony. My brother was old enough to 

know that it meant I might be leaving, and he seemed sullen. My 

sister was too young to worry about the future, and was still buzzing 

from last night’s festivities, and counting up all the hard candies 

she’d been given. 

After breakfast, mom filled the tub with buckets of hot water so 

I could soak, and helped me try on the dress. The smooth fabric 

fit like a second skin, but was so light it made me feel naked and 

exposed. I didn’t have any fancy shoes like I’d seen Jessica wear, 

so I put on a pair of leather sandals instead of my usual boots. Mom 

frowned at the scrape on my cheek and the bruises on my arm. She 

tried to cover them up with an old jar of foundation. 

“You couldn’t go a week without hurting yourself, could you?” 

“I didn’t hear you complaining when I brought home the deer 

last night,” I snapped. 

“I know,” she sighed. “It hasn’t been easy since your father died. 

I just wanted this day to be perfect for you. It’s a big moment, 

possibly the biggest in your life.” 

“Thanks,” I said. “No pressure or anything. I don’t even know 

if I want this.” 

“Luckily, it’s not up to you. We have a lot of blessings in 

Algrave, but our safety comes with sacrifice. Whatever happens, 



we’re proud of you,” my mom said, as she was fixing up my hair. 

“You’ve grown up into a beautiful young woman, I know your 

father would be proud.” 

She hugged me and I bit back a tear, then before I knew it we 

were out the door heading towards the front gates around with the 

rest of our neighbors. Amber found me in the crowd and grabbed 

my hand. She was also dressed up, more so than I’d ever seen her, 

in a purple dress with sequins. The crowds parted around us as we 

made it to the front to watch the elites arrive with their vehicles. I’d 

seen the procession before of course, but always from the crowd. 

This year would be different. As one of the girls who turned 

seventeen in the past year, I would be called up on stage. 

Only a few would be chosen. There were far more commons 

than elites, and the elites had dozens of other compounds to visit 

in this region. They didn’t have to choose this year, either—they 

had a ten year period in which to make their selection. Because the 

elites lived so long, they were also allowed to pick a new partner 

every ten years. There would be a one-month trial period before a 

formal ceremony in the capital, and then a ten-year partnership. 

After that, they’d either turn their partners into an elite, in what 

they called an ascension ceremony, keep them on as human mates, 

or send them back to their families. 

“Over one-hundred years ago, mankind was dying.” The crowd 

hushed as the voice thundered over the crowd. “Their violence and 

bloodlust had caused centuries of war. Nuclear conflict scorched 

the skies, killing billions. Genetically engineered pathogens were 

accidentally released in the destruction, mutating the remaining 

survivors into grotesque beasts. We call this the Culling; when 

humanity was brought to the brink of extinction. But then a group 

of scientists trying to find a cure, discovered something else—

something much more powerful. A potion for immortality, a 



sacred gift with miraculous qualities. They had discovered the 

elixir.” 

The speaker raised up a small crystal vial and the 

crowd oohedand aahed on cue. I could tell he was an elite from 

the way he carried himself; that effortless movement, the fluid 

confidence. He also looked vaguely familiar from last year. I’d 

heard this story before, of course. It was repeated practically word 

for word at every choosing ceremony. 

“What they could not foresee, however,” the elite continued, 

“was that every gift comes with a price. The elixir caused rapid 

healing and cellular regeneration, halted the aging process 

completely, cured disease and even made one immune to the 

poisonous ash. But it did this at the expense of the host. The 

regenerative properties of the elixir demanded fresh blood to 

complete its simple programming… and the thirst became great.” 

“Those treated were stronger and faster than any ordinary 

human, but they needed blood to survive. Human trafficking 

became rampant, as fathers sold whole families to elites in 

exchange for a bit of the life-saving elixir. Communities of humans 

worked together to trap and butcher elites, then drain them of their 

healing blood. Governments toppled, powerless to stop the 

bloodshed, and the Race Wars began. The elites and the commons 

slaughtered each other for decades.” 

All of this was taught in history class. We had mandatory 

schooling until we were thirteen. But the elite was a masterful story-

teller, and held the audience rapt with attention. 

“The elites went into hiding, their numbers fewer and fewer, 

until at last the great King Richard brought all the elites together 

and made peace with the humans. King Richard, in his 

magnificence, built the purification engines, and invited the 

humans to live in gated communities around the elite stronghold, 



the citadel of light. Free from the poisonous ash and the monsters 

beyond the gates, humans could live in health and harmony. A 

covenant was struck between King Richard and the first settlers, 

ensuring mutual benefits to both races. The elite would provide 

government, organization, law, and structure. The compounds 

would provide work, art and craft, and manpower. The covenant 

was sealed with the exchange of blood. Humans living in the 

compounds would provide blood willingly to the elite, while the 

elites would give inhabitants a single drop of elixir each week during 

renewal, to keep them strong and healthy. Violence between the 

races was forbidden.” 

“In return, to cement mutual trust and remind us of our pact, it 

was decided that each elite will choose a human companion. This 

union serves to remind us of our humanity, and to quench the rage 

of our thirst. Now, we live together in harmony, as partners. The 

two races, complimenting each other and helping one 

another. Live together, or die apart.” 

The crowd repeated the last line, dutifully reciting the motto of 

our Kingdom. My lips moved, but no sound came out. Amber 

squeezed my hand, and then it was time. The mayor stepped 

forward and began calling names. My heart pounded when he got 

to mine. Emily Sharrow. I somehow moved my legs forward and 

started climbing the stairs with trembling knees. The scorched 

wood from the night before had already been replaced with new 

boards. I was so fixated on them, I nearly stumbled over my new 

dress. 

I joined the rest of the girls and lined up on stage. My eyes 

sought out my family in the crowd. My mother looked happier than 

I’d ever seen her. I forced myself to remember that she wasn’t 

trying to get rid of me, she was just doing what she felt was best for 

our family. If I were chosen, she would have one less mouth to 



feed. I would live in the citadel of lights, in luxury and comfort, and 

never have to work again. She, meanwhile, along with my brother 

and sister, would get special treatment and allocation of resources, 

which would include moving to a larger house. 

For her sake, I’d get through this. I knew I should be more 

excited at the idea of being swept off my feet by a handsome suitor. 

Most girls would give anything to get picked by an elite. I was 

curious, sure, but more nervous than eager, and I hated being all 

dressed up and on display. Staying in Algrave was easy. It’s what I 

knew. I loved Trev, like a brother maybe, but so what? We could 

be happy together. It could be a good life. I tried to convince 

myself, but felt a familiar anxiety at the idea of staying in Algrave. 

If I didn’t get chosen, I’d spend the rest of my life within these 

gates. Part of me longed for more, for my life to mean something. 

And after yesterday, the idea of getting chosen lit me up with 

feelings I’d never experienced before. I glanced over at the line of 

elites, trying to catch a glimpse of Damien’s blond hair. 

My rosy daydreams were shattered when I saw Nigel on the side 

of the platform, huddled with his entourage from yesterday. There 

were about a dozen elites on the stage, but he stood out, with his 

slicked back hair and dark eyebrows. Our eyes connected and he 

leered at me. 

My blood froze and my heart pounded in my chest. I gagged as 

I remembered him forcing himself on top of me. I would rather 

die than be his consort. My eyes swept over the elites desperately, 

looking again for Damien, but he was nowhere to be seen. 

“Prince Hartmann” the announcer called, looking to his left. 

“First choice goes to you.” 

I gaped when Damien stepped forward, wearing a dark suit and 

a regal red cape that hung to his knees. It was lined with fur and 

sported the royal crest of the Hartmann line. He’d been sitting in 



a sculpted chair in the back, which explained why I hadn’t seen 

him before. 

My pulse caught in my throat. He was right there. He could 

actually choose me. Damien scanned the line of girls, frowning 

thoughtfully. His eyes landed on me, and for just a moment, I 

allowed myself to hope. I even let my lips lift in the slightest of 

smiles, hoping Trev wouldn’t see. It had only been a day, but if 

Damien recognized me at all, he gave no indication. He merely 

waved his hand and turned his back on all of us. 

My heart dropped into my stomach. I stared at the ground, 

trying to hide my crushing disappointment. Of course he didn’t 

want me. He was an elite. And the most beautiful boy I’d ever 

seen. And a prince. But whatever. I didn’t want to be chosen 

anyway. 

The announcer called the next elite, continuing the ceremony, 

and a man with a long nose and blue paisley shirt stepped forward. 

This one took more time, examining each girl closely, like he was 

choosing a cut of beef. I sighed with relief when he passed me. 

As each elite examined and then discarded the line of girls on 

display, I relaxed more and more. The crowd, however, began to 

grumble. It would be insulting to our compound’s honor if none 

of the girls got chosen this year. The fourth elite, however, chose a 

girl named Mary and the crowd erupted in cheers. The elite raised 

Mary’s hand up to his lips and kissed it. She blushed and smiled, 

then clasped her hands in front of her, overcome with emotion. 

The crowd hooted and clapped. I’d never been very close with her, 

but I was glad for her happiness. Mary took her seat with an air of 

satisfaction, and the crowd finally quieted. 

There were only a few more to go now. Soon this whole ordeal 

would be behind me and my life would go back to normal. I’d 

return to my family for a while, then marry Trev and get a house 



of our own. Everything would work out for the best. Finding him 

in the crowd, I smiled down at him and gave a little wave. Trev 

grinned back at me, holding Loralie up so she could see the stage. 

Then suddenly my view was replaced by a sneer and dark, oily 

hair. Nigel. 
He wasn’t unattractive, of course. None of them were. His 

features were chiseled and strong—he resembled an actor from the 

movie-pictures the council set up on the weekends. But when he 

looked at me, slowly drawing his eyes down my body, I felt sick to 

my stomach. 

I stared at my feet, trying to ignore him, but it was no use. Nigel 

reached up and lifted my chin, forcing me to look him in the eyes. 

He smiled, then brushed one long finger across my lips. 

No. Please God, no, I screamed inside my head. My knees 

trembled, and I felt like I was about to pass out and fall off the 

stage. The corner of his lip curled slightly. He knew the effect he 

had on me, and he liked it. 

“This one,” he called loudly, seizing my hand and holding it up 

to his lips. Then he leaned in close and whispered into my ear, “I 

can’t wait to get you to my room and tear you to pieces. Then I’ll 

heal you and do it again.” 

He bowed and presented me with a red rose, the symbol of his 

choice. I knew my duty. I was supposed to accept it. But my body 

went rigid, horrified by what was happening around me. I 

considered throwing myself off the stage—it looked high enough. If 

I landed the wrong way, I might be able to break my own neck. I’m 

sure it would be less painful than what Nigel had in store for me. 

Through the tears building at the rims of my eyes, I found my 

mother in the crowd. She was crying too, but hers were tears of joy 

and pride. Our neighbors were congratulating her with hugs and 

pats on the back. If I died right now, my family would get nothing. 



If I was going to kill myself, the least I could do was wait until after 

the ceremony was finished. I took a deep breath, forcing myself to 

regain control. 

Nigel’s grin was triumphant as I reached for the rose with 

trembling fingers. 

“I invoke my right to claim,” said a calm, but firm voice from 

the side of the stage. My head whipped around, and my jaw 

dropped as Damien pushed to the front of the group of elites. 

Right to claim? What the hell? 
There were murmurs from the crowd and commotion from the 

other elites. Mayor Thompson was fumbling through his 

paperwork, looking almost comically dumbfounded. 

“It’s too late for that!” Nigel yelled, stomping his foot. Both his 

hands clenched into fists. “You had your chance, Hartmann. You 

passed. She is mine now and I’ll do with her whatever I like!” 

Damien didn’t even raise an eyebrow, but the others shrunk 

away from him, as if his mere presence were a threat. “As the 

Crowned Prince of the Hartmann line, I can make my selection of 

any chosen at any time, before the partnership is consummated, as 

long as I have the permission of the chosen in question. Right, 

Tobias?” 

“Yes, um…that’s right of course,” the announcer stammered. 

“Although, I don’t think it’s ever been used before.” His eyes 

darted back and forth between Nigel and Damien, like he was 

expecting to have to step between them. Were two elites seriously 

going to start fighting over me? 

I gasped as Damien’s bright blue eyes fixed me with a 

penetrating stare. Any kindness he’d shown before was gone. Now, 

he just looked annoyed. Angry even. 

“Do you consent?” he demanded, his voice like steel. 



I gaped at him, speechless. How had my life come to this? Last 

night, it felt like the world was full of possibilities. Now, I was being 

forced to choose between a man who seemed completely 

disinterested in me, and a man who only wanted to cause me pain. 

Disinterest it was. I nodded my head. “I…yes, I consent.” I said, 

not entirely sure what I was consenting to. Instinctively, I searched 

the crowd for Trev again, but immediately wished I hadn’t. Before 

that moment, I didn’t know so much grief and anger could exist in 

one person at the same time. Glaring at me, he removed Loralie 

from his shoulders before disappearing into the crowd. I bit my lip 

to stem the guilt flooding through me. 

“Then it’s settled,” the announcer declared. “Nigel…do you 

wish to choose from among the other young ladies of Algrave?” 

“No, dammit!” Nigel yelled, stamping his foot against the stage 

so hard the platform trembled beneath us. It was like watching 

Jamie throw a tantrum when he was a toddler. In a grown elite, it 

was much more unnerving. Nigel gripped my arm so tight I was 

sure he would leave a bruise. 

“This isn’t over,” he grunted, his voice hardly more than a hiss 

in my ear. “Watch yourself, human.” Then he shoved passed me. 

Shaking, I sat down in my chair, staring at my hands. I was in shock. 

I hardly heard the rest of the ceremony. My tears blurred my vision 

as I stared down at the ugly stains on my hands. When I was little 

I used to look for patterns in them, meaning of some kind. But I 

knew the truth now. There was no meaning, no purpose to my life. 

The remaining elite took turns making their selections. I vaguely 

heard that Jessica had been chosen, and then the ceremony was 



over. Tomorrow, after renewal, I’d be claimed, and move with 

Prince Damien to the citadel of light. 
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