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    To the helpers – those who put good into the world and leave it better than they found it.  

To Erica. Your friendship and kindness had a "Ripple" effect. I hope you're laughing at that, wherever you are. Rest easy, battle buddy.

      

    


***
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PROLOGUE: 2215

On a lonely stretch of beach in Southern Tesland, Rick Bellamy strolled hand-in-hand with his youngest daughter. Every so often, she'd pause to pick up a seashell, which she then pocketed. As a result, a series of almost-ceramic clinks followed each step. 

Surrounded by the sounds of crashing waves and screaming gulls, Rick should have been at peace. However, he was on high alert – something caused the hair on the back of his neck to stand. He side-eyed his daughter protectively. 

She caught his gaze with passionate hazel eyes and smiled shyly. "You know, Dad, I was thinking – I want to do what you do for work when I'm grown." 

His eyes, as blue as the deepest stretches of the Pacific, widened involuntarily. "Oh, Vinnie. Darling. You don't want that." 

She ripped her hand from his and stopped walking, then crossed her arms. "Yes, I do. I like learning about all the things you make." 

Rick studied her before he nervously scanned the beach. Just down the way, a piece of driftwood was partially embedded in the sand. He started walking toward it and gestured for Vinnie to follow. 

When the pair settled, he affectionately brushed a strand of strawberry blonde hair behind her ear. "I love that you have a natural inclination for learning, honey, but... you cannot follow in my footsteps."

She scoffed. "I can do whatever I want." 

He chuckled, though he wasn't particularly amused. "I wish that was the case. There's something you don't understand yet – it's called politics. And that, unfortunately, says that you probably won't work." 

"Why's that?" 

"Well, Vinnie, Tesland is not the kindest to girls. Most people will not hire a woman, and those that do probably won't pay much. Women cannot get loans for property due to financial constraints, so it's best to temper your expectations now. You'll probably be a housewife."

The little girl pouted her lip and stared at the ocean. "I simply will not stand for that."

He laughed, but it was more at the tone than the statement. Once upon a time, Rick had a very similar attitude. As a young man, he'd once tried to fight for equality – Tesland had outlawed same-sex relationships, and that was a problem for him as a young queer man. Unfortunately, the group that was most willing to welcome his beliefs was somehow even more problematic than the former administration. 

"I wish we didn't have to stand for it," he said softly. "But assuming you do attempt to pursue something like I do, Vinnie, please promise me you won't be an inventor. I'm not particularly successful."

"You could be."

At the sound of a new voice, the hair once again stood on the back of Rick's neck. He slowly turned to face a blonde man with icy blue eyes and an even colder smirk. He rose in absolute disbelief – he hadn't seen George Corduroy in years. 

After staring in shock for a moment, he felt his jaw clench. "Do not come near me, George. I don't want to see you."

George gestured to Vinnie. "Your daughter?"

"I swear to Columbiana, if you even think – " 

"I would never," George said slowly, raising his hands as subtle encouragement for Rick to lower his voice. "You're the one we want, Rick. Although, if she has your wit, now would be the time to foster it. You remember Lydia and Alexander?"

Clenching his fists, Rick scowled. "Yes." 

"They have two little girls now – Kay and Anaxarete. Around your girl's age. They're Prodigies, Rick, just like you. It would be the perfect environment to raise your kids in."

"I know you're not here to offer my kids an education." 

Dropping the formalities, George took a step forward and softened his expression. "We could really use your help, Rick. We could put your circuitry skills to good use. Aren't you ready to move past this era of failure?"

"My father is not a failure!" 

"Lavinia!" Rick exclaimed sharply. "Don't you dare address this man."

"Lavinia Bellamy," George said slowly. Rick could tell he was internalizing the name – committing it to memory. He didn't like that. 

"George," he growled. "I'm not interested in joining the Mathesius Family. I'd rather face the Family's sabotage for the rest of my days than feed into your vision."

George flicked his eyes toward Rick's daughter, then shrugged carelessly. "I knew you'd condemn yourself, Rick, but I thought you'd care more about your daughter's wellbeing."

"You will not threaten my family. I do not want to see you or the Mathesius schemes anywhere near them."

The blonde man half-turned, preparing to leave but clearly not wholly done with the conversation. "I'm sure our schemes will find your clan one way or another. Enjoy your time wasting away, Mr. Bellamy."

As George Corduroy walked into the distance, Rick didn't dare to move. George's silhouette grew smaller as he trekked down the beach and faded into the skyline. At that point, Rick finally relaxed and took a seat beside his daughter. 

Neither said anything for what felt like hours – they just stared out at the ocean. 

Finally, Vinnie fidgeted and nudged her father's arm. "Daddy? Who's the Mathesius Family?" 

"A group of very, very bad people," he said quietly. "They'll probably run the world one day – like I said, it's best to temper your expectations. Don't tell your mother." 

"Why?"

"Believe me, honey, it's better to forget these people." 

***
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PROLOGUE: 2236

As soon as the door closed, Titus Tarm's face fell. Physical therapy was exhausting – he wanted to walk for longer stretches, however, so it was a necessary expense. Just over a year ago, a fire had robbed him of one of his legs... Well, the lower half of one. 

It had taken his sister from him, and it had condemned him to finishing his youth in a state of suffering. Now, sitting in his wheelchair, his thighs burned. His lower back ached. He allowed himself to go limp, dropping his head back as he released tension from his muscles. 

A knock resounded at the door. He sighed, but didn't bother opening his eyes. "It's unlocked." 

Titus only opened his eyes when the sound of running footfall came close. He had barely enough time to react as a young boy practically jumped into his lap and engulfed him in a hug. 

"Jake!" he exclaimed. "Goddess, you've grown. I haven't seen you in ages." 

"I thought we were gonna see you walking, Titus!"

He laughed. "Oh, I wish. I'm tired tonight. Hey, Mama."

The woman behind the boy chuckled and shifted a brown paper bag to her side as she walked up. Mama Susan, or Susan Mertens, had taken him and his sisters in for a few years after his parents died. Though Kay came of age and obtained a house to raise him and Anaxarete in, Susan had remained a constant presence in their lives. "Hi there, sweetie. I hope you don't mind me bringing Jacob. He's been asking about you. Still looks up to you, you know."

"Jake is always welcome," Titus said as he ruffled the boy's hair. "I'd appreciate if you could get off me, though, kiddo. Uncle Ty just went through some intense PT." 

The barely-nine-year-old apologetically smiled and scooted off him. Recovering quickly, he enthusiastically declared, "We brought you some presents!"

"Presents?" Titus asked with sparkling eyes. "What did Mama bring me?"

Susan set the bag on a nearby table and, with a hand on her hip, gazed down at the boys before her. "Your parents would probably kill me for this, but I brought some of Kay's wine. We don't have many bottles left, but I heard how far you walked this week. I thought you ought to celebrate." 

"You're too good to me, Mama Susan. Jacob, can you grab a couple wine glasses from the kitchen? I have some cookies and juice boxes in the fridge. Help yourself to those."

"Just one glass, Pooky Pants," Susan called after him. She turned back to Titus. "Sorry, dear. We're just stopping by. I'll come to share wine with you this weekend, though."

Jacob returned with a glass, which Susan helpfully took as he darted back into the kitchen to raid Titus's fridge. She fished the wine bottle out of the bag and uncorked it while Titus watched her with a sparkling gaze. "Did you talk to the Smiths, Mama?" 

She pursed her lips as she poured a drink for the tired teenager. She didn't answer until she'd replaced the cork and handed off the glass. "Yes. They checked the Family files. I brought the research they pulled for you... There's quite a bit on a man named Rick Bellamy." 

"What about Lavinia?"

"She's documented in there, but she had no file of her own," Susan said. "You hired her as a product manager, you said?"

Titus nodded.

"Hmm. Rick was her father. Corduroy's ex-boyfriend, apparently. He was an inventor who made a few weapons for your parents back in the day. I guess they invited him to join the Family, but he turned down the offer. Appears they stopped tracking him about twenty years ago – they approached him one last time. Looks like they destroyed his livelihood after two rejections. He's dead now... Not sure if they were behind that." 

Titus sipped his wine, but he dared not let himself react. He was well aware that the Mathesius Family seldom extended offers of membership, so this man must have been exceptional. "What category were they flirting with assigning him to?"

Susan ran her eyes over his face as her son wandered back into the room with a half-eaten cookie. "Prodigy." 

Titus couldn't help himself – his jaw dropped. 

"What is it?" Jacob questioned. "Prodigy? What's that, Mama?" 

"Nothing important, sweetie." Susan stepped forward to plant a kiss on Titus's head. "We're going to head out. Don't forget to hide the wine. I don't want the nurses to take it from you. See you this weekend?"

"See you this weekend, Mama," Titus said. "Bye, Jacob."

Titus waved as they headed out. As soon as the door shut, he eagerly wheeled forward and snatched the bag and bottle of wine. He situated them on his lap and headed to his desk. 

He slipped the wine in the bottom drawer, then moved one drawer up to retrieve a stack of papers. After he set those on the desk, he fished the brand-new paperwork out of the bag and gazed at it in shock. Hands trembling, he opened the file. 

"Holy shit," he whispered. He fumbled for the wine glass in his wheelchair's cup holder and greedily chugged its contents. He wiped his mouth on his sleeve as he flipped the page and ran his eyes over decades-old blueprints. 

All in all, there were maybe twenty pages. The last page was especially interesting... It revealed the man's suspected intellect and a potential course of development for his skills, should he decide to join the Family. He closed the file and licked his lips – they suddenly felt dry. 

In his hands, he – the last of the Mathesius Family's Prodigy category – held a candidate from the old regime. Had Rick still been alive, Titus would have been reaching out. Watching the Mathesius Family run his sister's company was exhausting him. 

Watching them grow more rigid and orderly concerned him in a way he couldn't put into words. These people were dangerous, and they had a lust for power that simply couldn't be quenched.

Had the Family succeeded in poaching this Rick Bellamy character, he might have been the one running Tarm Industries after Kay's death. 

Titus also wondered if he would have survived the accident that cost him his leg. While he never thought the Family was behind it, he always wondered why the limited number of doctors chose to tend to his wounds. Kay was the one whose clock was ticking... but they immediately assisted him. Stopped the bleeding, patched him up, and then ultimately amputated his leg after confirming that Kay wouldn't survive. 

It was like they bided their time. Let her die. 

Like someone wanted her gone.

Titus glanced at his prosthetic before he set the file down. He lifted Lavinia Bellamy's birth certificate from his stack of papers with renewed interest – when he'd hired her, he also purchased the identities of her deceased family members for the Mathesius Family to use. Jophiel Smith had helped him gather their birth certificates and legal paperwork, and while he intended to turn most of it over to Corduroy, he planned to keep Lavinia's documents for himself.

She might be useful.

"Now, how many of your old man's traits did you get, Lavinia?" 

When he leaned forward to set the paper down, his eyes caught the certificate right below it. 

"Christine Bellamy. Hmm."

Titus picked up the stranger's birth certificate and studied it. She would have been close in age to Jacob, he thought.

Almost numb, he reached for Rick's file again and flipped to the last page. He stared at the man's planned course of development for a moment before his eyes swam back to the birth certificate. 

"Well, Christine, I feel for you. Assuming you're alive, you're about to reckon with your ancestor's sins. I need a Prodigy, and you might be my best shot." He tilted his watch closer to his face. "Call Julia." 

Titus was replacing the papers in their respective files when his classmate answered. "Tarm? Hey. I thought you had physical therapy tonight?"

"Julia," he said, skipping any introduction. "I need a favor. Your uncle's a pediatrician, you said? Can you ask him if he or his peers test intellects?"
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Chapter One: Casualty Of War

[image: ]




Prince Frazer Sands locked the door. He fished in his pocket and pulled out a tiny device – a small, rectangular telecommunicator. It seemed to operate on a different wavelength than most communication systems, enabling him to connect securely with Titus Tarm and the rebel factions without governmental intervention.

They simply didn't have the technology to intervene. 

The prince glanced in the mirror and straightened his hair before he placed the call. A black screen rendered for a moment until Titus answered. Though his camera was much smaller than the pocket communicator's, Frazer could see the industrialist's eyes sparkling as he waited for a greeting.

After an unpleasantly long silence, Frazer sighed. "Hey, Tarm."

"Is the pockomm charged this time?"

"Yes, I charged it. And I'm never calling it that – your name is stupid."

The pixelated image of Titus sneered. "What's really stupid is that you keep calling me from the crapper."

"Oh, good comeback, Tarm. Tell me again, how high is your IQ?" Frazer leaned against the wall and tucked a hand into his pocket. "For what it's worth, the bathrooms are soundproof. My father is an uncharacteristically shy patron of porcelain throne rooms. I looked at the base schematics to confirm my suspicions. Kristina got me into architecture."

Titus was silent for a long moment. He was gazing down at the screen on his wristwatch, so a shadow obscured his expression. "I would have preferred to never know anything about my sister's husband's personal business. Thank you for taking that sanctity from me. As for Kristina, I'd really like to avoid discussing her with you. I respect you as an ally, but..."

Though Tarm's tone was decently guarded, Frazer caught something in his cadence that gave him pause. He didn't speak as he waited for Titus to elaborate.

"Why'd you call, Frazer?"

Frazer studied the ceiling before he cleared his throat. "Operation Prospero is underway – they're conducting reconnaissance, hoping to find and destroy your bases."

Titus smirked. "Great. We have none, as we're all spread out. They're wasting time and resources."

"When that doesn't pan out, the second phase is to infiltrate the dark districts. They'll be searching homes and businesses for your sympathizers. From what I've heard, Saida rallied the troops and is putting up a good fight out there. But they're closing in."

Titus nodded slowly. "Okay, I'll get more support on that front. And... if they find any sympathizers?"

Frazer stared at the screen as he pondered how to respond. "Then Kristina's weapon will be unleashed."

"I'll activate its detonation shortly, then. I just need you to fry the digital receiving dish first. You remember how to do that?"

"I do, and I'll do my best." The prince shifted. His throat was suddenly dry as he contemplated what he was about to say. "Tarm... for once, my father asked a good question. He knows Tarm Industries manufactured this war. He said that with how much money you have, you could have purchased policy change. He said you don't have a reasonable motive."

After an ensuing silence, Titus cleared his throat. In a way, Frazer was comforted to know he wasn't the only nervous participant in the conversation. But it also made a knot form in his stomach. "And what was your father's question?" 

"If you're not the ultimate enemy here, he wondered why Tarm Industries would want to wage a war. So our intelligence dug into your company's stakeholders. A dishonorably discharged scientist for the government's defunct genesiology branch fell off the map and resurfaced in your company records. Do you know a George Corduroy?"

Titus's jaw tightened. "Unfortunately. He was one of my parents' contemporaries. I can guess why he was dishonorably discharged... he strikes me as too extreme for even your father. I can't believe Ana never gave him a list of Family names."

"Ah, another remnant of the Family, then. I'm not surprised. Did he manufacture this war, Tarm?"

Titus glanced over his shoulder. He seemed to scan the space behind him before he returned his attention to his wristwatch and nodded.

"And... if my father's theory is correct, this man has the expertise to construct an entire generation of hand-selected offspring with the traits he desires. He's a geneticist. Is that right?"

"That's what I understand, yes. But, no, he's a eugenicist. Not a geneticist."

"Ah, a eugenicist. Motherfucking Nazi science, of course. Why not? And with the biggest stake in T.I. after you...?"

Titus took a deep breath. "Assuming we win, he'll have the political power to change policies at whim and the tools to build a population of genetically engineered workers. In sixteen years or so, they'd be poised to make him rich, and he'd be a decently wealthy king until then. Of course, he'll need me out of the picture to reap the benefits of T.I., given that I'm the majority owner. For his sake, it's a good thing he's already manufactured my replacement."

"Manufactured a replacement?" 

"My child with Kristina was their first experiment – the replacement figurehead for T.I. The next Prodigy. That future leader will have my intellect, but they'll raise him to be subservient. And he'll rally the generation of perfectly suited workers that will follow him. That's the execution phase of their plan, of course. Getting rid of me so they can take over T.I., then getting rid of the king so they can use Tesland's population to create millions of new workers, engineers, and business leaders. All purpose-built."

"So my father's suspicions are correct, then? He's what pushed you to initiate the war?"

"If I didn't start it, Frazer, he would have. And it would have been under very different circumstances. But my work resulted in civilian soldiers. Kristina inspired them to fight for their desires, and she recruited you to make this nation better. If they succeed in removing me from the picture, it's up to the rest of you. I've given you everything you need to continue the fight."

The prince stared at him. Nothing scared him more than the thought of these people turning his country into a company. The loss of autonomy, the mass exploitation for the benefit of a select few... 

Frazer knew he had to fight back. "You think you're going to die, then?"

Titus smiled sadly. "I wouldn't allow them to apply their beliefs to the population, and I sure as hell wouldn't allow T.I. to fund it. They need me gone."

"And if they succeed in getting you out of the picture...?"

"I need people I trust in powerful positions, Frazer, and I need you all to carry on my torch. End this shit – you especially have a responsibility to do so. Our ancestors started this. We need to end it. Plus, you might be next on the chopping block, scout." 

"And what about Kristina, Tarm? Are they going to hurt her?"

"Believe it or not, she's valuable. Corduroy courted her grandfather many years ago. I'm sure they're more than pleased to finally have a Bellamy at their disposal again." His face tightened for a moment as he hesitated, but it was clear he had more to say. "When I don't come back, ask Jacob where his assault vehicle is."

"I don't even know where Jacob is, Tarm."

"He's with your mother. They'll be in touch. When they are, ask him that question. You'll find Kristina."

"You swear she's okay?"

"She's fine. I made sure she wouldn't hurt herself. When you find her, she's going to need some psychological attention. In the meantime..." His dark eyes glimmered. "It's time to get you on the throne to negotiate peace, Frazer, so you can keep fighting in secret. Are you ready to kill a king?"

***
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I HAVE A POOR TRACK record of predicting my demise. I'm grateful for that, I suppose. I thought I'd be a martyr in Tesland's civil war. Then, I thought I might starve to death as I sat chained in an empty house, and yet, here I am. Still writing. 

Perhaps I should step back.

Previously, I helped start a war. It may sound like I was a common meddler in a politically unstable world, but I was far from that. Tesland was both repressed and governed by a dictator, but there was no visible countermovement. 

At first. 

My boss, Titus Tarm, headed the largest company in the nation. His bosses, the Tarm Industries Board of Directors, were the wealthy remnants of the Mathesius Family, a terrorist organization that dissolved before I was born. Or, at least, that's what Teslandian history books said. 

Titus convinced me to join his countermovement, claiming he wanted to topple the throne to rework trading laws and protect vulnerable employees. I agreed to help, joining forces with Jacob Mertens, my best friend and coworker, plus some pirates and bootleggers to organize a rebellion.

Along the way, however, King Robert Sands heard about my accomplishments at T.I. and forced me to make a super weapon for him. (Naturally. I am the most talented inventor in Tesland.) With Titus's help, I turned it into a bomb to take out the king's arsenal. I then recruited Prince Frazer, Robert's son, to our cause, and Titus effortlessly recruited Queen Anaxarete – she turned out to be his long-lost sister, a fact she only concealed to prevent the Mathesius Family from finding her and her son. After all, if the Family contacted her, King Robert would know they were still alive. And still a threat. 

While most know them as terrorists, I came to know the Mathesius Family as eugenicists. They were both, though, which spelled disaster for the future of Tesland if this underground group managed to secure power. 

Long story short, Titus was apparently concerned that he wouldn't come back from the war they started, and he felt he had to ensure my safety in the meantime. I mean, he did, I guess. I intended to martyr myself, so I wouldn't be here writing this if he hadn't intervened.

I'm still mad, though. All alone in that isolated house, chained to the headboard without food, listening to the sounds of warfare, I suffered.

Whew, I have to cut this monologue short. I'm trying to be better about getting caught up in my anger. I have a lot to be angry about. Honestly, I've always been hotheaded. As a child, I asked Mum why I had red hair while she and Dad didn't. She said I was so fiery that my hair just turned orange one day. 

After I protested, she'd laugh and say it was a Simmons family trait. That I should have seen the sea of gingers at their wedding. I never had a reason to guess I was adopted, or traded up, or something. 

I'm doing that monologue thing again. Sorry for the deviations. I'm on mood stabilizers I desperately needed, so I'm trying to sort through my thoughts. I have a lot of them. But I suppose I should explain how I started writing again.

When help finally arrived, my muscles ached. I needed sustenance. I was tired. In fact, I was mostly asleep when I was finally found. However, a woman appeared in my line of sight, and I remember wondering if I was staring into the face of the Goddess. She was beautiful. Her lips moved. I heard her voice, but I couldn't make out any words. 

As I stared into her eyes, an unseen force pulled me deep into a void. It grew darker and darker, then bright white before it finally faded to gray. 

I was staring into that dim gray shade when I realized it was a tangible surface: a fluorescent ceiling.

***
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I LIFTED MY HEAD. THE room was filled with medical supplies. There were tubes in both of my arms. I whimpered as I sat up. My muscles were stiff.

I didn't know where I was.

I also had no idea whose hand was intertwined with mine. Craning my neck, I saw someone in blue flannel pajamas passed out in the reclining chair beside my bed. Hair and shadows masked their face.

I squeezed the hand and tested my voice. "Hey."

A man lifted his head. "Kristina! You're finally awake." 

"Where am I, Frazer?" My voice sounded weaker than my muscles felt. 

Frazer scooted closer to the bed. He leaned in further to kiss my forehead, surprising me. "You're in the hospital. How do you feel?"

"Okay," I mustered. "How long have I been here?"

"Forty-five hours or so. Do you need anything?"

"I'm cold," I realized. "And kind of hungry."

He tucked the blankets around me. "Right. I'll find a doctor and fetch you a heated blanket and a meal. Be right back."

Frazer smiled before disappearing, though he didn't go far. I heard him conversing briefly in the hallway. Then, a black-haired woman in a white coat stepped into the room. "Hello, Kristina. It's good to see you awake. I'm your caregiver, Dr. Julia Branson. Well, the one sent by the Mathesius Family."

"Am I okay?"

She laughed. She was pretty in a bookish sort of way. Her skin was as white as the creamy interior of almonds, but her cheeks were flushed and rose-tinted. "You just went a few days without eating when your health is particularly high-risk. We've had you on fluids, and we ran a few tests to ensure your organs were working after being crushed by that iron corset. You're doing fine... really, the care is to ensure you don't lose the baby."

"Ah." I reclined my head and closed my eyes. This was a Mathesius Family doctor, after all. Of course they cared about the baby. Its genetics were valuable. "And probably so I don't kill myself, too, right?"

"Well, yes," she said grievously. "The king instructed us to ensure your stability. He outlined your symptoms, and, frankly, we've been treating you under his direction."

My heart was racing. Being a prisoner of the Mathesius Family was bad enough, but... The king was overseeing my treatment? I was nearly panicking when she said, "King Frazer hasn't left your side since we brought you in. I cannot imagine transitioning into a nation's highest leadership position while sleeping in a reclining chair."

King Frazer?

It all made sense then – the Mathesius Family and government cooperation, the deep, sunken features of Frazer's face. 

Clearly, the Family won the war. Frazer had taken the throne as we planned, but he wasn't in charge.

Fuck. Where's Titus?

The doctor briefly explained what procedures were done and what fluids they'd administered, but I hardly heard any of it.

As she finished her lecture, Frazer returned to drape a heated blanket around me. He tucked in my feet and offered tea as the doctor quietly dismissed herself. I accepted the tea before he settled back into the chair beside me. 

"Thank you, Frazer." Goddess, I had so many questions. But I was nervous... I wasn't sure how candidly we could talk here. "Have I had any visitors?"

"No," he said. "I wouldn't allow it until you were awake. Nobody needed to see you like that."

"Not even Titus?" 

He winced. Rather than answering, he said, "I learned a lot about him. About you, too. From reading your book."

He spoke in fragments, both cautious and decisive in his tone. I stared at him blankly until he clarified, "The notebook you wrote in at Jacob's house."

"Oh." Amazingly, my captivity felt like a dream. I forgot about the room I was imprisoned in, and the notebook felt like a mere hallucination. I cleared my throat. "I heard you haven't left my side since I got here. Thank you, King Frazer."

Frazer smiled, and I couldn't help but laugh at his flannel pajamas. This is my first introduction to Tesland's new king, I thought. 

"So... did we win?"

His smile faded. "Yes, I'm the monarch now. But many people will never go home to their families, a loss not worth celebrating." He lowered his voice and leaned close. "We'll talk when Branson isn't on duty."

I nodded. 

"They want to hear from you. The Outcast Queen. Tarm told them you would speak."

"Maybe in a few days, Frazer."

"Right. For now, focus on building strength. Your food will be here soon." 

Frazer fluffed my pillows before settling back into his chair. 

***
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AFTER I AWOKE A SECOND time, I realized I had to keep writing in my wartime journal. Two rival powers came to a head while I was gone. Tesland was different.

I was different.

But my writings provided insight into the reality I was only beginning to accept: the Mathesius Family, an infamous cult, once again had formal organization.

When everything started, I thought King Robert was the Big Bad. I was so deeply wrong, and the people I had empowered now clearly called the shots.

Who was the recently reorganized Mathesius Family? Why didn't Titus tell me he feared them until after the war started? 

Where was Titus?

George Corduroy. I'd written that name down before I came to the hospital. He was the one that pressured me and Titus to... Well, he was pulling Titus Tarm's strings the whole time. I knew he was behind everything, but...

Columbiana Almighty, I had some questions.

One would be answered when I next awoke, finding a bespectacled doctor filling out notes beside my bed. He glanced up from his clipboard. Thick, nearly black eyebrows rose, contrasting with a neatly groomed assemblage of white hair.

"Miss Simmons! Welcome back to the land of the living. I'm Dr. Henry Wood."

"The government-appointed doctor?"

"Yes, ma'am. I heard you met Dr. Branson last night. She reported you were feeling well but tired. Is that still true today?"

"Yes," I said. "Although I do feel a bit better. I'm more energized after eating."

He scribbled something on the paper. "Excellent. Now, let's talk about the baby. Do you know the length of the pregnancy?"

I sighed. "Not really. Two months, maybe."

"We estimated seven to eight weeks. It's early enough that the alcohol you consumed shouldn't hurt the baby if we're diligent with prenatal care. Believe it or not, many people wouldn't even know they're pregnant this early on."

"And if I want to terminate the pregnancy?"

The doctor removed the glasses perched on his nose and assessed me seriously. To my utter relief, he responded, "We can discuss that once you have your strength back. For now, my job is to ensure your health and safety. Speaking of safety, let's talk about that dangerous iron corset. You were in it how long?"

He replaced the glasses on his nose and scribbled as I explained that I had spent roughly half a decade in the corset. 

He sat in the chair Frazer had been sleeping in and flipped the paper over. On the blank backside, he placed the tip of his pen down. "This is the average female's figure. And this is what a corset does to that figure." 

He drew an hourglass over the silhouette, then drew a few circles. "This is where your organs are in a corset. This is where they should be."

He looked up at me grimly. "You're fortunate, Miss Simmons. Your body has shifted in response to the corset, but the body is elastic. You have a long time to overcome those injuries. But we'll want to monitor them, as things aren't quite normal right now."

"Okay."

"As for the scarring," he continued. "There's not yet a clinically effective method to remove so much scar tissue and to regenerate normal skin... but that doesn't mean we can't try. I have an experimental remedy if you'd like to be a guinea pig."

"What is it?"

"A combination of treatments. One is a pill to encourage healthy collagen formation and isolate the gene that creates scar tissue. The other is a balm to slow healing and isolate fibroblasts to ensure skin regeneration."

"Where did this remedy come from?"

"Tarm Industries. Dr. Branson is pushing for it. It's untested, but the Mathesius Family wouldn't encourage it if they thought it was risky."

I shifted anxiously. "Was it made by Titus Tarm?"

"I don't know. I didn't think to ask."

"I would like to talk to Mr. Tarm, Dr. Wood."

"Oh." He slowly removed his glasses and set them on the bedside table. "I am so sorry, Miss Simmons, but I have bad news."

My stomach dropped.

"Okay," I uttered, hoarse and short. 

"This isn't something I'm quite accustomed to discussing, but I'm happy to answer your questions to the best of my ability. Mr. Tarm did not come back from the war. I am sorry to say he is presumed dead."

"Oh." I stared numbly ahead, not entirely certain if I heard him right. Presumed dead? How could they not know if he was dead? Either he was alive, or he wasn't. 

Dr. Wood took my hand and squeezed it reassuringly. "Feel however you need to feel, Miss Simmons. There's no right or wrong way to process this. Do you want to talk more? I'll answer any questions you have."

I didn't want to talk more, truthfully. But I had to know. "What makes them think he's dead?"

"Well," he ventured gently. "There was a zeppelin crash and explosion. From what I heard, Mr. Tarm was the pilot. They never found a body, but they found a prosthetic."

I worked my jaw. I moved it up and down, then whimpered to test my voice. "Are they sure it's his?"

"He was the only one in the gondola with a prosthetic." The doctor studied me. "In fact, he was the only one on board, as far as we know. As I said, they never found a body. Would you like to see the leg? I can arrange for that."

I nodded. "I need to see it, or I won't believe it."

"I'll talk to the king. Is there anything else I can do for you, sweetheart?"

"Can I have visitors?"

"Of course you can, Kristina."

"Can you call Jacob Mertens for me?"

***
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I WAS ASLEEP WHEN JACOB arrived. I heard him shuffling, however, so my eyes fluttered open. 

"Hey." Tarm Industries' most decorated security guard offered a dorky smile. "You're just having a wild few weeks, aren't you, Kristina?"

"Jacob!" I sat up. "Hi!"

At that moment, through the lifting grogginess of sleep, I had the clarity of mind to realize I hadn't showered or brushed my hair since I first awoke. Jacob didn't seem to care, though. He came to stand beside me and rest his hands on the bed's rail.

"They told me Titus didn't come back." 

Jacob pursed his lips and shook his head. "He didn't."

"Do you believe he's dead?"

"No. Do you?"

I shrugged. "He could be anyone. Anywhere. Even I couldn't see through one of his disguises. And I wouldn't even blame him for hiding. He told me everything before he left."

"I understand he came clean with Frazer, too." Jacob was quiet for a second before he asked, "How are you feeling? I heard he left you in my house."

"I'm feeling better. How was your time with Carlos?"

Jacob laughed, and the sound was almost shocking. When was the last time I'd heard laughter in person? "He's a nice guy, Kristina, but we didn't have a wartime romance if that's what you're asking."

​"And that's all mine was," I said glumly. "A wartime romance. It wasn't real. The Family manufactured it. Goddess, I'm so dumb."

"I'm sorry." He was earnest, his tone gentle.

"After our child is born, I'm going to find him. No matter how hard Frazer's men look, they won't find Tarm. He's too smart."

"You're keeping the baby?"

"Dr. Wood said it's my choice if I want to continue the pregnancy, which... I don't know. It makes the decision easier than when I thought the Family would force it. I feel like I have some autonomy right now, though carrying this child wasn't initially my choice to make. I'm certain I want to keep it, to have the opportunity to do right by someone for once, but I'm also a bit worried about if the world is finally safe."

Jacob sighed. "It's not, really. They're still here, Kristina; the Mathesius Family, Tarm Industries, all of it. I guarantee they wouldn't let you terminate your pregnancy, especially since, according to rumors, you're set to inherit the company once Tarm's declared a casualty of war. Is that true?"

"He willed his company to me. I wish I'd read that paperwork. I should have known that he planned to disappear."

"I don't think it was planned," said Frazer, surprising us with his presence in the doorway. "Your inheritance was Plan B. He wouldn't have reunited with my mother just to leave. They had no family left beyond Gideon, and they were indoctrinated from birth to idolize family. Tarm didn't plan this."

"He blew up nearly all the factories," said Jacob. "He blew up his home. He planned it."

"He blew up what?"

Frazer came to sit on the edge of the bed. "When my father initially declared him an enemy of the state, hundreds of men raided T.I. properties for evidence of conspiracy. As men started arriving and searching, he..."

"It was the first real strike in the war," Jacob said solemnly. "Hundreds of people died. Then your bomb went off, and Robert's remaining men started invading the city. Things got messy."

I pulled my legs up, crossed them, and leaned forward to rest my elbows on my knees. "I didn't realize his house was gone. Where will I go?"

"With me," offered Jacob. "Not that my home is necessarily ideal after what you endured there, but..." 

"There's the palace, too," offered Frazer. "Which, I realize, might also be somewhat traumatic to visit. You've had enough shock and traumatic bonding to last a lifetime."

"Trauma bonding?"

Frazer politely cleared his throat. "Um, when cycles of abuse, trauma, and passion create attachment. You know. Tarm."

I blinked. My mind, finally clear, reached back through the previous few weeks. Many memories were cloudy. "Abuse?"

"I read your journal," Frazer reminded sadly. "The drugging, the emotional manipulation, the blatant grooming... And he always said just the right thing, didn't he? He always had some sort of rationalization. I'm so sorry you went through so much. My administration will cover any mental health services you need."

I stared at him unseeingly as the weight of his words settled in. I knew Titus was a bad guy. I knew he had a complicated relationship with terrorists. I knew he was using me. But... What did Frazer just say?!

"The doctors think you likely have complex post-traumatic stress disorder," Frazer continued. "But it might be somewhat challenging to overcome with the Mathesius Family just as – "

"I'm sorry, did you say grooming? Titus said Corduroy pushed us together. I didn't think he planned it." As I spoke, my words sounded hollow. I wanted to throw up. 

Frazer's wise king facade cracked. "Do you really wanna know?"

I gulped and glanced at Jacob. There was concentrated concern in his eyes. 

I nodded.

Frazer sighed. "Tarm was just a figurehead for the Family, exactly what you were to his cause. Did he have power? Oh, absolutely. Many were loyal to him, and many more would die for him. But now that he's gone, the Family is suddenly very interested in you. They expect that he trained you to take over. And they expect you to let them rear your child to be the next leader of T.I."

"Ah, I see you didn't get to the end of my journal. Tarm told me that. They made me."

Frazer cleared his throat. "No. Tarm made you. Jacob and I, we've been piecing things together. Back in the mid-Thirties, Titus hired Lavinia. And believe it or not, he had a reason. The Family apparently courted her father... the last outsider they invited to join, from what I've heard."

"Ah." I closed my eyes. "I think I know where this is going, but I need to hear it to believe it."

He frowned at Jacob for a long moment, communicating something wordlessly. "He's known about your existence for a long time, Kristina. When he hired Lavinia, she sold some Bellamy identities to him. She told us he found out about you then. Guess what Tarm did with her dead family members' paperwork?"

"Turned it over to the Family while he kept mine hidden. Okay, I see. I was just a pawn in the corner of the chessboard that sat unused until he figured out a strategy for me. And once Lavinia mentioned that I was studying engineering..."

"That pawn in his miscellaneous stack of potential assets suddenly became valuable, primed and ready for gameplay. And Titus was able to pick someone to replace him if his work became his downfall. He chose you. He needed a genius who was smarter than them to fight back if he couldn't. And the last Bellamy inventor they courted gave him reason to believe you also might have what it takes to resist their influence."

"I'm sorry," Jacob interrupted, raising his eyebrows. "You're saying she was selected to inherit Tarm Industries before she was even hired? That's what she was groomed for?"

Frazer nodded grimly. "Well, it's one of the many things, obviously. The man was a monster. But, yes. Tarm just needed a genius who wasn't tainted by the Mathesius Family. And the rest... well, you probably know, Kristina."

"And the Mathesius Family is still here, so I'm still slated to take Titus's spot," I stated. "In the Mathesius Family cult. In Tarm Industries. Conveniently with a blood heir cementing a tie to their so-called egalitarian cause."

Jacob lowered his voice. "They do enjoy a good strong bloodline."

I covered my face, rubbing my eyes as if I might rub them into an entirely different reality. Once I opened them and the splotches of red and purple subsided, I'd be somewhere else. Perhaps in the library at the palace. 

Or cuddled up with Titus. I hated that my natural inclination was to turn to him for help and comfort. He taught me to want that, I reminded myself. 

"Well," I said slowly. "That's true, Jacob. When Titus left, I asked if we were just an experiment. He said yes, and the next step is execution."

Jacob raised his eyebrows. "What do you mean? Experiment and execution?"

I felt conflicted as I contemplated how to respond. I turned to Frazer. "You said you read my journal, right?"

"I mean, I read a lot. I made it a handful of scenes past the point when we..." He trailed off, glanced at Jacob, and cleared his throat. "You know." 

Involuntarily, I glanced at Jacob. His eyebrows were raised, and I could tell he made a mental note to ask me about that later. 

"But Tarm told me," Frazer said. "They're going to build a new population of idealized workers for T.I. Run the government like a branch of the company – cripple personal autonomy just for their financial benefit. Within twenty years, we'll all be owned by Tarm Industries. Like the three of us already are."

I turned to Jacob. "Execution. Phase two. They've toppled the old government structure and proven their genetic science is sound. Now they just have to push the dominoes and start a chain reaction."

To my abject horror, nobody looked surprised. Hell, there was no reaction at all. What I said was so obvious it didn't merit a response. 

"Well, there's some good news," Jacob said. "As a Family member, I can confirm that there's a bit of a hold-up in the Mathesius power structure. Tarm Industries, their primary moneymaker, has been largely destroyed. They need Tarm to be declared a casualty of war so Kristina can take over and supervise the rebuild. So we have time to work out a plan while they scramble to secure funding."

"I don't think we do, Jacob. She's right. They're running Tesland now. I'm the king, sure, but I'm truly just the public punching bag for Family policy. They've taken over everything that would give me the power to fight back, including the police."

"Jacob has a point, though," I said. "Unless they build a new company from scratch and allow it to mature or settle on outsourcing their manufactured population of workers, they'll need T.I. up and running. And you know what? I may be their test tube, but they don't have me. I will spend the rest of my days fighting them if I must."

Jacob scoffed. "Look, honey, I think you're a badass. But you don't have what it takes to fight these guys."

"Neither did Titus," I said. "But you know what gave him an edge? He knew how to play up his public image and hide under it. Even the king was afraid to arrest Titus Tarm, though he was causing a massive stink. And like Frazer said, Tarm did train me. We all know Aristotle was better than Plato." 

"Well, your dearest Plato certainly made himself a socially dangerous target," Frazer said. "You might be able to make yourself valuable, just as Tarm did. But from what we know, he plotted for many years. We don't have time for you to build an image, fly under the radar, make yourself indispensable, and craft a whole new plan."

I tucked my hair behind my ear. "I already have a reputation... People apparently know that the Outcast Queen rallied the troops and toppled the old government. And you know what else? Tarm was rich. He had the money to fight them. I will, too. He put me in his will."

Jacob snorted. "I've known Titus since I was born. The money helped, but that, his public image, well-publicized charity work, good looks, and cronies like you all put him on top. It wasn't money alone. I don't want to be a Debby Downer, but... things aren't looking good for us. You're being too optimistic, Kristina. We need to start small." 

"I agree," Frazer said grimly. "For now, we just need a way to keep the Family in check until..."

Frazer trailed off. Until. Until the Mathesius Family is no more. Until I figure out a way to stop them. The war against tyranny wasn't over yet. 

Hell, it had hardly even begun.
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Chapter Two: Join The Movement
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I spent my days writing or watching videos, but there was never anything particularly interesting to watch; there was only the video wall or telecommunicator screen, and all entertainment was screened to avoid mention of the war. Censorship, I noticed, was an interesting new addition to our world – King Robert didn't even enforce censorship, though he was undeniably an expert propagandist.

The approved media might have been selected by the Family, I considered. I wasn't quite sure where their policy ended and Frazer's began. In this space removed from the world, the young king seemed to command at least a small degree of power.

Regardless, someone didn't want me to see what had happened during the war. Fortunately, though, my few visitors allowed me brief glimpses into the outside world.

Dr. Wood made conversation as soon as he stepped into my room each day. "Good morning, Kristina. Did you rest well? Excellent to hear; you look well. You'll have to forgive me for being late; my apartment and street are under construction to repair damages from the war."

Occasionally, I'd push for more information, and he might provide it. I learned that the resident-heavy city center was barricaded with Tarm Industries shipping containers during the battle, temporarily halting government soldiers in mech suits (which were also produced by T.I., I recalled glumly). However, the soldiers eventually broke past the barrier, and the destruction had been rather significant. 

Dr. Branson was far less yielding when she arrived each evening. If I asked about her day, she would remark, "I did what every doctor does... I drank coffee and helped patients."

Then she'd turn away from me to prevent further prying, her long black hair becoming a curtain between us. She was kind, but I had to remind myself of my hesitations with Mathesius Family members like her.

And I also couldn't ignore the final ominous warning Titus had offered. These people were dangerous.

More so than King Robert, apparently.

One day, as Dr. Branson was finishing her daily set of questions, she asked if I had any questions for her.

"Uh, just one. You're with the Family, right? Did you know Titus?"

Her face went from professionally closed off to surprised. "I meant questions about your recovery, your health, or our procedures. I suppose I'll answer this time, but I prefer to keep my personal affiliations private for reasons you surely understand. I work for the Family. Yes, I know Titus. Rather well, actually. We tested skin serums together a few years back."

"Really? Did any of them work?"

"No. I'm not a dermatologist; I'm a physician and oncologist. I have expertise in radiation emergencies, too, but not skincare."

"Why'd he select you to help, then?"

The doctor smiled slowly. "Because he saw something in me, I suppose. Just like he saw something in you. I wasn't one to question his judgment."

"He was dangerous, though."

Dr. Branson's smile faded. "Well, yes. He started a war, after all."

"Sometimes I question if it was Titus," I said, "Or Tarm Industries as a whole. I think we all fed into his corporate war machine."

Of course, I was set to inherit that corporate war machine. And there were some employees I wasn't too keen to remember, including higher-ranking members in the Tarm Industries chain of command.

One day, I was visited by none other than Liz from the T.I. Board. 

She walked into my room with a smile plastered on her face. I nearly jumped out of my skin when I saw her. 

"Hello, Kristina." Liz lifted a gift basket. "I brought you some snacks. May I sit with you for a bit?"

"Sure." I'd only briefly interacted with Liz during our visit to the Tarm Industries headquarters, and I only recalled her name because she wore a name tag. With platinum blonde hair piled high on her head and aggressively padded shoulders, she cut an attention-grabbing silhouette.

Liz settled into the recliner. "You look well. It's good to see you recovering."

"Thank you." I waited for her to continue the conversation, but she just smiled. Perhaps she could offer some insight into the war. "You look well, too, which is great considering the warfare."

She grew solemn. "Thank you. Yes, it's good to have a post-war glow. Far better than a corpse-like pallor. Goddess rest Tarm's soul."

What a strange comment. "Did you fight?"

"No." She sounded suspiciously rehearsed. "I and a few other board members were fortunate enough to work closely with Frazer as we transitioned into a state of peace."

"And how is the company? I heard we lost most of our factories."

"Yes, operations have temporarily halted. Rebuilding will be a process."

I wasn't sure if Liz was aware of my inheritance, so I decided to play dumb. "Do I still have a job?"

"None of us do right now. But Family takes care of Family, so you can relax. We'll ensure your little one has a good life to look forward to."

I resisted the urge to wrap my arms around my tummy to shelter my baby from the darkness in her voice. Being pregnant was weird... though the pregnancy was early on, I was well aware that this body made for one person was now supporting two.

"It'll be bizarre without Titus."

She studied me sympathetically, but it somehow felt inauthentic. "I must ask... how did you and Titus end up together? At the Gala, you seemed rather cold to each other."

"You were at the Unveiling Gala?"

"I sat at your table."

"Oh." I did remember her, I realized. I recalled an unfriendly woman with tattooed eyes sitting at my table, whispering disapprovingly at my every move. "I guess we just got swept up in the romance of warfare."

She laughed. "That sounds like Tarm. May his intellect live on in the little one."

Another bizarre thing to say. I waited for Liz to elaborate, but she seemed content to just stare at me.

"None of us ever expected Tarm's heir would be born to his secretary."

"Whoa, I'm not a secretary. And stop referring to it as Tarm's heir. This is a child. My child."

Liz was taken aback. "I apologize. It's just that so much of our culture revolves around having a family and establishing traditions. Titus rejected that, so we're pleasantly surprised by your situation. We welcome you into the Family, Kristina."

I froze. "Oh, I... I'm not interested in joining the Mathesius Family. No disrespect, Liz, but I wasn't in the best place before Titus died. I appreciate the distance that his death has afforded me."

She peeled her lips back into a grin. "Take all the time you need to heal, Kristina. But you need us, and we need you. We don't like losing Family members, especially when they're Mathesius blood. We'll support you. We just ask that you let us pay for your child's education."

"Why?" I asked earnestly. "What do you have to gain from educating my child?"

"That's our mission, Kristina. We educate and we improve. We fostered Titus Tarm; we gave him his education. Look what he's done with that! He removed a dictator from power. He got good people like your mother, Lavinia, off the streets. And you, of course. Titus Tarm made you."

"Made me?" I was incredulous – somehow, it felt different when Frazer made the same implication. "He made me give in to the symptoms of my mental illness. Tarm made me unravel."

"Everything okay in here?"

We turned to see King Frazer hovering in the doorway. He looked aggravated.

"King Frazer!" Liz exclaimed. "A pleasure to see you. I was just visiting with Kristina and Baby Mathesius."

He stepped into the room. "I have a meeting scheduled with Kristina and can't afford to delay. I'm going to have to ask you to leave."

She stood. "Thank you for your time, Kristina. The Mathesius Family is here when you need us. King Frazer, I'll be in touch."

As Liz left the room, Frazer turned to watch her departure. She paused, pinched his cheek, and kept walking. He closed the door behind her with a shudder. "What did she want?"

"She wants me to join the Mathesius Family."

Frazer removed his jacket and draped it over the chair beside my bed. He looked at the basket Liz had left on the table. "And you accepted their bribe? Chicanery always seemed to be Tarm's modus operandi, not yours."

"I'm throwing it out. If I've learned one thing, it's not to trust the Family or consume anything they offer you."

"Great. Now you can focus on healing so we can get you out of this crummy place."

I took a deep breath. "Do you know how the Family plans to implement their values in this new world, Frazer?"

His features grew taut. "Not exactly. Nothing extreme has happened yet, but something is coming, and I know it isn't good. Tarm may have been morally bankrupt, but these guys are worse."

***
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THE LOWEST LEVEL OF the hospital was a lobby, and a swanky one at that. 

I was finally on my way out. Now, we were standing in the lobby beneath a giant chandelier. Frazer and I had our arms interlocked, but we couldn't have been further apart. He had a distant look in his eyes, and his lips were a thin ribbon against a too-pale face.

"What are you thinking, Frazer?" 

"Hmm?" The distance in his eyes closed. There was a light there once more, a sparkle of humor. "I was just thinking about how nice it will be to finally sleep on a mattress again."

"Right. Thanks for staying with me all this time. You didn't have to." I shifted. "My legs are kind of weak. Can you help me to a bench?"

"Of course." He led me to a plush white couch, settling me down but not quite letting my arm go. His hand rested on my tricep as we sat there. Despite the intimacy, I wasn't sure what to say.

We were different people now.

"Is your father..."

"He's gone," Frazer said bluntly. "I don't want to talk about it. I'm sure someone else can fill you in."

"I'm sorry."

He looked away. "He was a monster, but he was still my dad. It's hard to mourn someone you know you shouldn't."

I understood how that felt. 

I stared at the entryway. Its doors, ornately engraved glass, tall and narrow in design, framed an empty roundabout. I couldn't hear traffic, so I had no idea if my ride was approaching. 

I hoped it was.

"How's your mother?" Despite our time together, Frazer hadn't mentioned Anaxarete. 

"She's a different woman without my father around," he said, perking up. "Actually, she gave me your diamagnet necklace, which I'll return next time we meet. But she's happier than I've ever seen her. She says she's proud of me."

"Yeah, I'm proud of you, too."

His smile felt sad. "I hope you'll still make time for me."

"I will." I mockingly fluttered my lashes. "Call me?"

"It's a date."

"Is it? We were engaged."

Frazer cleared his throat. "Were. Right."

He sounded relieved. At my curious gaze, he added, "I don't want to make any public statements, but we need to move away from that. It's not something I want the Family to latch onto."

"I don't want that, either." I leaned close and dropped my voice. "But I don't want to let go of you, Frazer. Believe it or not, being away from the drugs that were clouding my judgment... I'm realizing you were one of the few things that got me through the darkest point in my life."

His jaw didn't quite drop, but his lips parted as he stared at me. Eventually, he averted his eyes. "You said that I kissed you." 

"What?"

"In your journal."

I raised my eyebrows. "The thing I wrote in during the war? Titus was drugging all of us back then, Frazer. Some facts might have been smudged."

"Maybe. What you wrote wasn't all true. I mean, come on. You met your birth mother the morning after you learned you were adopted? You crunched your timeline. Made up some of those social situations. And you made our, ahem, tryst at the party sound a bit different than I remember."

"I did? I don't recall. I was unraveling a little bit at the time. Well, a lotta bit, actually. Dr. Branson has me on antipsychotics now to prevent that, but... I wasn't right when I wrote that stuff."

"You said I pulled you into that room and kissed you. I was going to check on you when you pulled me in there. Remember? You kissed me. And your version of events was a lotta bit more innocent than the one I recall. You made it sound like everything I did was spur of the moment. As if we weren't building a flirtatious relationship that whole time."

I bit my lip. "Okay, maybe I do remember that. Look, if I was going to die, I didn't want all my flaws aired. I wasn't going to blatantly reveal our affair."

"But you didn't die. And this thing won't help you preserve mystique, as you put it. It wasn't hard for me to read between the lines."

"You're asking me to get rid of the journal because you don't want the Family to find out that you and I..."

"Look, Kristina, your last partner is dead, and now they want you. Of course I don't want anyone to find out." His jaw tightened. "We should finish this conversation in private. We'll talk when you come to the palace."

A car parked in front of the building, catching our attention and sparing me from responding. Its driver approached the front door, silhouetted before the still-young morning sun. When the doors swung open, my birth mother's smile lit up the room.

I breathed a sigh of relief, which the king fortunately didn't seem to notice. Frazer helped me up and steadied me, but before I knew it, Lavinia enveloped me in a tight bear hug.

"Hi! How are you feeling?"

"I'm good, Lavinia. You haven't met King Frazer yet, have you?"

She offered a hand, which he shook with a cordial smile. "Nice to finally meet you, King Frazer."

"The pleasure is mine," he returned politely, but he didn't release her grip. Instead, he pulled her closer and lowered his voice as if sharing a secret. "You'll take good care of Kristina?"

"I will."

He seemed content with that answer and let his hand fall from hers. "Very good. Be cautious with who you entrust until this world has fully settled down."

"We'll be fine," I assured him.

"It's not Lavinia that I'm worried about," he said teasingly, humor flashing in his eyes. "You're the one who gets herself into trouble."

"Those days are behind me, Frazer."

"I hope not," he said quietly. "I need you, Kristina, in all your troublemaking glory. Get settled, then please come see me in a few days. We have more than a few things to discuss."

"She will," Lavinia promised. "Are you ready, honey?"

I looked at Frazer, felt that I needed to say something more, and... Faltered. Gauche, optimistic Prince Frazer was a casualty of war. Serious, reserved King Frazer had taken his place, and he was a person I hardly knew. I offered an awkward smile and left with Lavinia.

Outside, I realized she'd driven the car Titus had given me. Its pearlescent paint shimmered in the warmth of the rising sun. A little bubble of sorrow formed in my chest.

As soon as I settled in the car – my car, I remembered – I turned to Lavinia. "Can we go to Tarm's house first? I just... I need to see it."

"The house is slated to be demolished. It's in ruin."

"Please, Lavinia. I want closure."

***
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TITUS TARM'S HOUSE was open-faced, the front door a mere charred frame. Fire had caused the siding to liquefy and drip down the walls, streaking around heat-shattered windows. Plumbing and wiring – the vein-like remains of the skeletal structure's now-defunct operating system – were exposed in places.

Though the house was covered in condemned signs and caution tape, I stepped out of the car.

"Careful, sweetie." Lavinia reluctantly followed as I eased through caution tape crisscrossing the gaping doorway. The ceiling had mostly collapsed, leaving debris cast across the staircase. Despite the mess in the foyer, it looked like the fire hadn't quite spread beyond the front of the house. Aside from smoke damage, the hallway appeared much more unscathed. 

I pressed on with Lavinia trailing just steps behind me. Peering into the kitchen, I stopped dead in my tracks. A wilted rose sat on the counter beside a piece of paper, curled at the ends but clearly placed after the fire. I approached and eyed it cautiously.

Kris - I'm sorry. I am so deeply, sincerely sorry. I've left you everything you need to keep fighting. Reference my notes.

As I tore up the letter, I almost felt the weight of Titus Tarm's numerous lies lifting from my shoulders.

Almost.

Standing in his house, it felt like his presence was all around, like he'd step around the corner at any moment. I imagined myself running to him, wrapping my arms around him, and crying with relief as I told him that I'd thought he was dead.

I wanted that. I missed him. But Titus Tarm was dead, most likely, and I shouldn't have been missing him. Hell, death was too good for that slimy bastard. My stomach lurched as I stared at the tattered remains of the last note he'd written me.

Lavinia watched sadly as I left the kitchen and walked to his living room. I eyed the smoke-darkened couches and display cases suspiciously.

I stepped back – toward where the hallway ended and the room began – and knocked on the wall's paneling. It sounded hollow. I started feeling around for a button or trigger.

When I finally gave up, I glanced over my shoulder and saw that the little table with the hidden compartment was still in its place, except it now had a drooping houseplant on its surface. Eagerly, I moved the plant and popped open the table's lid.

Lavinia watched me trifle through its contents. "I doubt there's any electricity in this house if you're expecting to find some sort of automated door, honey."

"Tarm knew we could interrupt electrical currents. He'd power it with something else." Almost in tandem with the end of my thought, my fingers found what looked like a spare set of car keys. The key fob, however, was different from the ones that came with his preferred car model.

Sure enough, after pressing all the buttons, one caused that hollow wall to slide open. The little flashlight on the keyring proved invaluable as we cautiously entered the space.

"Wow," Lavinia marveled as she gazed at his normal couches and display cases. I ran the light over them. There was no smoke damage, as they'd been protected in the hidden space. "How'd you know, Kristina?"

"The furniture was different. The floor must rotate. Tarm always was the theatrical type. Grandiose." 

I admired the spread of Tarm Industry's many trophies before I kneeled to look at photos on the lower shelves. 

"How are you going to afford to rebuild T.I.?" Lavinia asked as she kneeled beside me.

"I'll figure it out." I stood and inched deeper into the hidden room. There were boxes stuffed into the space under the stairwell, and when I opened one, I found that it was full of miscellaneous items: books, toys, a baby blanket. I lifted the blanket and stared at the tiny Mathesius Family insignia embroidered on its corner. I dropped it with a shiver.

Lavinia walked up beside me and gazed into the box curiously. Her face tightened as she produced a manilla file folder. "Well, I'll be damned. I knew I didn't imagine that day on the beach."

"What?" 

She turned the folder to me. I read the name scrawled across its cover with wide eyes. 

Lavinia pursed her lips. "Rick Bellamy – my father. I've suspected for a long time that he was involved in the Family somehow."

I reached out for the folder, which she willingly relinquished. I got the impression that she didn't wholly want to know what atrocities lay within, but I had to know.

I opened the file and stared at a dated typeface – perhaps from an old model of printer – covered in Titus's handwriting. Most of it was boring, but one section gave me pause. I skimmed it a few times to make sure I was processing everything accurately.

I lowered the file and met Lavinia's gaze. "Do you want to know?"

She hesitated, then nodded. 

"It sounds like Titus's father played a role in creating the Separating Disease. And your father? He invented the devices to contain and disperse it. That means they killed the real Kristina Simmons and set everything into effect. Your father is the reason we're here. Likely the reason Titus sought us out."

Kristina Simmons' death had allowed my adoptive mother, Celeste – Mum, as I called her – to sneak me in without her husband realizing their child had died. I, Christine Bellamy at birth, effectively took on Kristina Simmons' identity while Ralph Simmons was overseas with his dying sister. He never even knew I replaced his child, not even to this day.

Lavinia gazed at the ceiling before she was willing to meet my gaze again. "I always had a feeling Titus kept me employed at T.I. for a very specific reason. He must have been hoping one of us could replicate my father's work."

I closed the file folder and tucked it under my arm. "I'll read through this and see what I can glean. But first..."

I looped around the hidden space and found workout equipment and a private study, including a computer. Sara, my beloved AI doll that Titus had enhanced to serve as a weapon, said that he backed up everything in his computerized library, so I knew there had to be one somewhere. The notes he wanted me to reference had to be stored on it.

I poked buttons until the computer ejected a memory disk. 

I pocketed it. "I'm ready to go, Lavinia."

"Let's go home and get you settled in, then. You deserve a chance to relax."

I knew I wouldn't get a chance to relax, though. There was too much at stake.

Outside the dilapidated house, the sun was shining and birds were singing. Titus's old neighborhood looked otherwise magnificent and untouched. In the distance, I could see a new billboard at the edge of the residential district. 

It depicted a crowd of silhouetted people painted in different colors, each helping to support a single swallowtail flag. 

Join the movement, it commanded. 

I looked across the street where an unmarked black sedan sat motionless. A chill crept down my spine.

***

[image: ]


IF I HAD TO DESCRIBE Lavinia's home, I'd say cotton. Cotton-colored walls, aged white wooden floors, white couches. Everything was a soft white, save the dramatic splashes of gray and green. Lavinia was a plant lover, with enough potted houseplants to fill a greenhouse.

Two small bedrooms, a dining and reading space, a kitchen, and a common area. That was it. In my room, I found that Frazer had sent my things from the palace... including Sara. 

Frazer had kept my little AI unit close throughout the short civil war. She was the first to fill me in on what transpired in my absence.

"The first thing I want to know," I admitted to Sara, "Is what became of King Robert. Frazer wouldn't tell me, and Lavinia doesn't seem to know."

"Frazer took care of that... but with Anaxarete's unintentional help." Sara was unflinching as she waded into dark subject matter. "Datura, a flower she was growing, is deadly. Anaxarete's and Tarm's father was a toxicologist, so she has always enjoyed studying dangerous plants. Frazer knew that. As the king's symptoms worsened after unknowingly consuming ground datura, he needed someone to assist him to his private chamber. Frazer naturally rose to the occasion. Once there, your poison bobby pins brought everything to a conclusion."

"And... and the military regime wasn't remotely suspicious?" 

Sara chuckled, a mechanical sound seemingly void of emotion. "They were, actually. But the succinylcholine in your bobby pin was nearly untraceable, so all they found in the post-mortem screening was datura... a dangerous hallucinogen in a known hallucinogen user. Open and shut."

"And this happened several days into the warfare?" I'd seen flashes of chaos on the news. Entire neighborhoods were leveled, businesses were destroyed, and many were homeless. Yet I hadn't seen any sort of coronation for my friend. "Frazer bided his time before killing his father?"

"He had to," Sara insisted. "Or he'd risk exposing himself and destroy any chance of the Resistance winning the war."

I reclined in a white patent leather chair. "How optimistic we were that the war would be brief."

Sara was on the floor in front of me, a stark contrast to the room's whiteness. Her face was darkened by craquelure from aging in storage. I stood and walked to the front window, gazing out at workers on the street. 

They were installing traffic cameras, it seemed. Once again, I spotted a lone black sedan parked nearby. 

"They're introducing surveillance now. And they're making sure I see that they're watching me."

"Equality is now a much loftier goal," Sara responded. "Your version of it, that is. Their version seems to be unfolding as planned." 

I turned away from the window and paced back to Sara. "Titus told me everything, Sara. He suspected he wouldn't come back from the war. Said he'd served his purpose. He set me up to take over for him and loaded his notes into you to help us make some decisions."

"Decisions about the Mathesius Family? That won't be easy, especially now that they're running the country. You and Frazer must work together. Unlike Robert, these people will not entrust your freedom to you. He was negligent and lazy. They are neither."

"Yeah, I noticed," I said, gesturing to the sedan on the street. "So what should we do?"

"For now, follow the status quo," she said. "Keep your focus on rebuilding T.I. as you search for weaknesses. Don't let them know you're defiant. You'll end up like Tarm. Your death is a statistical likelihood."

I pursed my lips and moved to the armoire in the corner to fetch the file folder I'd found at Tarm's house. I handed it to Sara. "Digitize this and tell me what Rick Bellamy's expertise was."

She accepted the folder and flipped through its twenty-or-so pages in almost no time at all. When her blue eyes lifted from the final page, her irises were glowing. "His work generated small-scale transient electromagnetic disturbances. That contraption and a disease dispersal device seem to be the only items he made for the Family, though they hoped he'd help them make much more." 

I sat down at Lavinia's tiny two-person dinner table and reached down for Sara to hand the folder back. I ran my fingers over the name on its cover before I set it down. "Let me guess... They wanted him to make a wider-scale device to disrupt circuitry. Right? Which is obviously where I came in, considering I gave Tarm that ability. It was the first thing he pushed my attention to after my internship ended."

"Yes, but they did not just wish to impact a municipal power grid with that technology. They also hoped for an iteration that could cause weaponry to fail."

"Like... guns?"

"Anything with a circuit. Unfortunately, electronic firearms are indeed the norm in Tesland."

I processed that in stunned silence before my eyes locked on a decoration. Lavinia had a tasteful centerpiece on her tiny two-person dinner table: a bowl full of round, metallic-painted pieces of wood. Underneath the decoration, I'd hidden the memory disk from Tarm's home. I scooped it up and lifted it to eye level.

Sara's eyes adjusted with a mechanical whir. "Whose is that?"

"I think you know."

"How'd you get it?" 

"Titus left it at home. He left me a letter saying to reference his notes. I have to assume that any information you don't have is on here."

"He wouldn't make it that easy. Is this worth the energy right now?"

"If there's a chance he left instructions or anything useful, I have to take the gamble. Should we connect it to Lavinia's computer?"

"Worth seeing what happens. I'm certain he has it locked and fairly inaccessible."

I scooped her up and returned to my room, a space that previously served as a makeshift office. Lavinia's computer was still set up on a small corner desk, and the drawers were full of what seemed to be employee files. I set Sara down and settled into the office chair. 

I held my breath as I popped out Lavinia's memory disk and slid in the one I'd rescued. 

The screen flashed white as a series of symbols flowed across the monitor.

"I don't suppose you can break this code, Sara?"

The AI doll shook her head. "I don't understand code. What a racist assumption."

I scoffed, then turned to face the screen. I pressed the spacebar on the keyboard. "Hmm..."

"Oh, try that again. Nobody would ever think of trying the spacebar. The odds of it unlocking the code are astronomical."

"Sara. I knew I should have asked Titus to tone down your sass. Come on. Can you tell me anything useful about this firewall?"

Sara gazed at the screen. "Well, that's not quite a firewall. That's cryptography. You use an algorithm to determine the required digital signature."

I sighed. "Code cracking and math... Well, I might know someone who could get through any T.I. security."

I opened Lavinia's desk drawers and began to thumb through file folders. 

"Sara, did Tarm ever mention Jophiel's surname?"

"Smith."

"Great, there are probably a hundred Smith files to dig through."
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Chapter Three: Monument To Mortality
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When I initially gave Jophiel a jingle, he was on his way to brunch with Tarm Industries' international distributor, Qattara (weird as hell, I know), and he'd kindly offered to bring back a coffee for me. Just a few hours after my call, he finally arrived.

"So," I began as Jophiel settled. The computer chair looked slightly too small for his frame, though he wasn't a particularly big guy. "How was your date?"

"Wasn't a date," he answered, looking over his shoulder. "How's your engagement going?"

"There's no engagement," I said quietly. "We broke it off."

His expression sobered. "Oh. So you could focus on the company?"

"Yeah, something like that."

"Hmm..." He turned back to the computer screen. "Do you have any paper?"

I snagged a piece of paper from the pile of office supplies on my dresser and handed it to him. He scribbled while studying the screen. 

"This isn't from Tarm Industries," he finally said, shifting to face me. "Where'd you get this?"

"Truthfully, I think this memory drive is Tarm's personal library." 

In horror, he looked around the room as if we were being watched. "Tarm kept his most, uh, potent thoughts in his personal collection for a good reason."

"Right, and there are a few things I'm hoping he backed up, like the updated employment contract that supposedly outlined his intent to will T.I. to me. And, you know, the will itself would be nice."

"Why should I open anything on here for you?"

I leaned against the corner of the desk. "Because I know now that some members of the Family are loyal to the old values, and some were loyal to Tarm. You, Jophiel, repeatedly told me where your loyalty stands."
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