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Snow falls the first time he sees her.

Well – the first time he sees her again. It’s an ordinary day, really. He’s tucked away in his study, pouring over his books, reading over proposals Dr. Gaul has sent him for the upcoming Games. The thirteenth in all. Three years since. The apartment is restored, his coffers plentiful thanks to the Plinth prize and fortune, thanks to the son he supplanted, the son he killed—

He looks up from his paper, blinks, and she materializes in front of him. Lucy Gray in the flesh. She’s dressed in black. Oddly enough, he finds it distasteful – unnatural. Instinct dictates that Lucy Gray isn’t darkness or ash but bright sunshine and colours, the sweetness of sugar melting in hot water, soft and sugary.

But then the instinct fades, and he remembers.

She hums a little beneath her breath, swaying around the room like a dancer, almost on her tiptoes. Coriolanus sits and watches; the predator waiting to strike, or so he tells himself.

She’s plenty predator herself.

She doesn’t say anything, just moves around like she owns the place, like she’s been there before. For a brief, horrible, treacherous moment, he can’t help but imagine her living in the apartment – a guitar in the bedroom, a piano by the arched windows overlooking the gardens.

And then it’s gone.

Eventually, when he can’t stand the sound of her humming anymore – Coriolanus avoids music with a passion these days – he huffs a little. Taps his pen against the hard oak desk impatiently.

“What are you doing here?” he practically snaps.

He hates himself for it. His eyes dart to the closed door, to the windows. All shut. He’s safe here. He’s safe. Her mockingjays are all the way off in district 12, far, far away.

And yet here she is.

Lucy Gray stops mid-twirl, almost like she’s surprised he can see her. Their gazes meet; blue and brown, light and dark.

“Oh honey,” she sighs. “And here I thought you were missing me.”

Coriolanus laughs. “Missing you?” He thinks not.

No one has dared breathe Lucy Gray’s name around him in a long, long time. Dr. Gaul banned all mention of those games on screen entirely. And though rumours grew of Coriolanus’ stint in the districts, they quickly faded as the glow of his success took hold. He had the university, Dr. Gaul’s favour, and the Plinth money.

He’s untouchable. Maybe people wished to ask about Lucy Gray still. Maybe they were too scared.

If they were, he can’t help but be satisfied for it.

Lucy Gray nods, almost adamantly, eyes wide and innocent.

“I’m always there in the back of your mind, aren’t I?” she ponders, coming forward, resting her palms on the edge of his desk. “This is just the first time I’ve broken out.”

Her eyes dart to the papers in his hands, then to his cufflinks.

Coriolanus bites the inner part of his cheek. She’s not lying, is the thing. She isn’t wrong. Sometimes he still dreams of her, but that’s not something he’ll ever admit to anyone.

“L?” Lucy Gray poses, raising her brows almost mockingly. “But I don’t have a C initial, lover.”

He bristles at the term of endearment.

“It’s not for you,” he snipes, annoyed. He doesn’t understand why he’s not called for security, for Tigris. But what would that do? They’d think him mad, calling for the extinguishment of a ghost.

If she’s a ghost.

But she must be. A figment of his imagination. She didn’t knock, didn’t stalk in. She just appeared.

But she seems so real to him.

Too real.

“Livia Cardew,” she guesses. “She was a mentor in my games, wasn’t she?” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Were you running around on me, lover?”

Coriolanus stiffens. Nearly rips off the cufflinks in his haste to get them off. In truth, he’d found the whole display of romantic ownership distasteful, especially from Livia. She’d given them to him in front of everyone, and it would have been rude to refuse. Would have made others call him cruel.

And it’s important to him, that people like him.

He’s still too insecure in his position. He has power, but not true power. Not presidential power. When he does… anyone can say whatever they say so please about him.

“What?” Lucy Gray laughs. “Don’t you love her? I don’t remember you being so sensitive about me.”

“Love is for fools.”

“Is it?”

He hates how she sounds, so smug and certain, almost triumphant. Proof of how she disillusioned him, snuck under his skin.

“I thought you loved me,” she admits, brown eyes shining in the light.

“I thought you loved me.” He smiles tightly. “And we both tried to kill each other.”

“But oh, doesn’t it make the greatest story?” She leans back and sighs. Even that is musical, clean and bright. “All the tragedy and drama. It’s just delicious. The making of a great song.”

“I don’t know any musicians anymore.”

“You know me,” she says. “And I always live inside you.”

Coriolanus slams his hand down on the table. His palm aches with the faint aftershocks. Lucy Gray flinches a little – but only just. Good. 

“Why are you here?” he asks. “Why now?”

It grates at him. This is a regular, ordinary afternoon. She didn’t appear when he killed Highbottom. Didn’t appear just last month when he celebrated Sejanus’ birthday with the grieving Plinths. Sejanus would have turned twenty-one.

His stomach turns, unwittingly, at the thought that Sejanus might join her. Might appear at any moment.

Lucy Gray smiles. “I think you may have missed me,” she says, almost teasingly. “And the excitement I bring you.”

“I don’t miss you at all.”

Lucy Gray comes to him, then. She moves to touch him, to cup his cheek. But he doesn’t let her. He leans back, pushes himself away.

“Oh honey,” she sighs dramatically, “I think we both know that’s not true.”

He scoffs, turns away, puts his back to her, and by the time he turns back around, she’s gone.

Vanished into thin air just like the song.


Fireworks are still ringing in the air when Coriolanus retreats inside, tugging at the collar of his suit. Capitol styles have grown more outlandish and luxurious in the past ten years, but he’d stuck determinedly to his black suit and crisp white shirt. The white rose pinned against his lapel, his signature. Grandma’am, dead as she is, would have been proud.

It’s his wedding day.

Coriolanus may not be president yet, but the time is growing near. He is not yet thirty, will be the youngest leader of Panem anyone can recall. He could have done it on his own, perhaps, but everyone feels more comfort with someone who’s married, he’s come to find. The ideal image is a happy couple, not a single man on his own.

And so, after a prolonged courtship, Livia Cardew finally became Livia Snow, and the ceremony screamed of all the grandeur and wealth their family names boasted of. It had been a prolonged, tedious affair in truth; the vows had not been televised, but the reception was, and his cheeks ache from all the smiling and chit chat.

He hates it, truly – acting like he cares. Like he gives a shit about what anyone has to say to him. But he must play the part. True power lies in getting people to not only fear you, but admire you, even if it’s for your ruthlessness. No one ever came to power without being charming. 

At the first opportunity, he excused himself, and Livia is now sequestered in their bathroom, preparing herself for the marriage bed. His stomach squirms mildly at the odious perfumes she will no doubt drown herself in, but he can’t pretend as though she is ugly. Livia’s personality may leave much to be desired, but her beauty has yet to fade; luscious auburn locks, startling green eyes, unblemished skin. The perfect picture they make; dazzling and beautiful and young is not unappealing, especially for its political benefits.

He has no doubt within a year she’ll be bedding the footman or some other underling, but he doesn’t care, so long as she’s discreet. Coriolanus idly traces the flowerprint on the sheets; roses, of course. Tigris insisted.

“You seem excited.”

Coriolanus nearly falls off the bed. He looks up to find Lucy Gray, of course, standing by the mirror, patting down her curls, like she’s the one getting ready.

The black dress is gone, and she’s wearing cream instead. Her skirt is short and ruffled, a mockery of Livia’s long silk gown that required eight people to hold the train. Lucy Gray looks like a young bride.

He rights himself, looks down. He has not seen her since that afternoon. If it’s true that she lived himself, Coriolanus made it his mission to extinguish her even more than he already had. He started to pinch himself whenever he did, and so pain became even more synonymous with her. 

“It’s your wedding night,” Lucy Gray stresses, meeting his gaze in the mirror. Her lips are painted red.  “You shouldn’t look like you’re walking to the gallows.”

His gaze fixes on the door. On the light shining through the bottom. Livia, his wife, so closeby.

“Get out,” he hisses. “Leave.”

“Aww, sugar, how delightful you are. You sure know how to treat a lady.”

“You’re not a lady,” he snaps. He stands, feeling mildly ridiculous still in his wedding garments in the privacy of his bedchamber. “You’re a whore.”

Lucy Gray raises a brow. “Well, that’s new. Though I suppose I did spread my kisses like honey, even to you.”

Coriolanus bristles. “Leave.”

She shouldn’t be here. Not now. Not tonight. Though perhaps it’s only natural she’s here. The day he makes another woman his wife is the day the girl he once foolishly trusted makes her appearance.

“Honey, I’m only here because you want me to be,” Lucy Gray sings. “And you must be really in love with your wife to be thinking of little ole’ me on your wedding night.”

“Love is—”

“For fools, yes, so you’ve said.”

She turns to face him, her skirt swaying as she moves. Coriolanus’ throat feels a little dry.

“How sad,” she says, “to intentionally tie yourself down to someone you don’t even like forever and forever. Doesn’t exactly scream romance.”

“I don’t need romance,” Coriolanus says. “She’s useful.”

“Useful? Gee, I hope you didn’t say that in your vows.” Lucy Gray wrinkles her nose. “Good thing you and I never got married. If you called me useful in our wedding vows, I would have left you at the altar.”

“I never wanted to marry you,” he spits venomously. He feels young and foolish again; not eight and twenty but only eighteen, trailing her through the woods. Livia cannot see or hear of him like this; the mere thought makes him want to convulse. Livia knows to keep up appearances, knows how to play for the cameras, but if she thinks him mad—

He doesn’t trust her to keep her mouth shut. Not yet.

“Hmm, I suppose not,” Lucy Gray says. “I think the ceremony in twelve would be too savage for you anyway. You and your delicate sensibilities would combust, and no bride wants that for their groom on their very special day.”

“I thought you weren’t district,” he challenges.

“I wasn’t,” she says, then tilts her head. “I’m not. But their ceremony had some charm to it. I could appreciate that. Nothing outlandish or ridiculous, a room full of people I hate and wish to conquer. Just a quiet moment, for me and my love, as he carries me over the threshold and we make our first fire, toast to our bread.”

“Bread?” 

“Bread,” she confirms, ignoring his disgust. A faraway look forms in her eyes, almost as if she’s imagining it. And for a moment, he nearly does too. Them living in some shack by the Seam, her rainbow dress hanging for curtains. A quiet life. A simple life.

But not one he ever would have been happy in.

The nostalgia fades fast. Coriolanus likes his life in the Capitol. Likes the money and the security it brings him. The knowledge that no matter what, he will have food on the table. To struggle every day simply to survive, to put food in his belly and those he loves—

The thought of it disgusts him. Snows don’t struggle.

“What do you think?” Lucy Gray taunts. “I think Lucy Gray Snow has a nice ring to it, don’t you? Or even Coriolanus Baird—”

“Men don’t their wives names.”

“Why not?” she challenges. She darts around him, giggling as he swirls and tries to catch her. Distantly, as if underwater, he can hear Livia moving around in the bathroom. “I thought the Capitol was the epitome of polite, advanced society. You don’t succumb to brutish theories do you, Coryo?”

“You would know all about brutishness,” he snaps.

She giggles again, cheeks rosy, a stark, yet sweetly pleasant, contrast to the colour of her dress. Sweet and fresh like a rose.

Lucy Gray sits on the edge of the bed, her legs daggling off the edge. She seems older and younger than when he last saw her; like time has ceased to mean anything. Like she’ll adapt to however he deems to see her. Or maybe she really is growing older, like he is. Living far out of his sight.

Dr. Gaul had taken quite eagerly to his suggestion to have fences built around District 12, lest some unpleasant creatures sneak their way into town and stir trouble.

Lucy Gray eagerly pats the mattress, urging him to sit with her. Warily, eye still on the bathroom door, he does. He can feel her heat radiating off her; she still smells faintly like the forest, like pine. Almost like what someone could call home.

“Where are you?” he asks her, eyes finally landing on her face. Searching for something, anything. An answer to the mystery he could never quite solve.

Her dimples appear as her lips spread. “Why, wherever you want me to be, sugar,” she replies huskily. Seductively.

Coriolanus flushes hotly, but he doesn’t look away. There’s quite the addictive rush still, in looking at her face. No one – to this day – makes him feel like she does. And he hates it. How she makes him squirm and bare, even this ghostly, imaginary version of her. His own personal ghost.

It’s what makes Livia the ideal wife, the ideal partner. No matter her beauty, she would never be able to pierce his heart, to sing sweet songs and get him to dance to her tune, however unknowingly on his end. His heart is safe.

But it isn’t now, in this moment, on his wedding night, with the vision of a dead – missing – girl by his side.

“Why are you here?” he asks instead, a familiar refrain.

Her lips purse as she considers him. Before he can pull away, she reaches for his collar, undoes the first delicate button. Or does she? He feels it happen, but it can’t quite possibly, can it? As if sensing his turmoil, Lucy Gray traces he edge of his collarbone with the dip of her thumb. She’s cold then. Like she’s been thrown into the snow.

“Because you want me to be,” she replies simply, naturally, as if it’s the most obvious thing in the world.

“No, I don’t.”

The rebuttal is harsh and instant. He doesn’t want her and her mockingjays near him ever again.

“You know, you say that,” she says, “but I’m sure you’ll think of me when you have to do the deed—”

“That’s enough—”

“Come on, what’s the saying?” she ponders, tapping her chin with her thumb. “Lie back and think of—ugh. I can’t remember. But for you, it’ll be lie back and think of Lucy Gray—”

The door opens, and Livia steps out. He blinks, and Lucy Gray is gone.

“Coriolanus?” Livia treads into the room, eyes fixed on him. Her face has recently been powdered, eyes freshly repainted, traded her white dress for red lingerie meant to entice him into her bed.

Rage beats its heavy drum in his chest. He jerks his head away, breathes in deeply and—

Later, when he’s inside Livia, thrusting aimlessly, a means to an end, lie back and think of Lucy Gray, and he thrusts hard enough to have Livia moaning, and when he comes he almost whispers a name.

Almost.


Within two years of his marriage, Coriolanus is elected President. It took a lot of work, manipulation, and a small dose of murder here and there to do it. Ten is the number of people he’s killed, excluding the Games, of course. No one looked too deeply into Highbottom’s death, but Coriolanus had been sure to be careful from then on out.

He has a moment alone in the bathroom, wiping his face before he goes to deliver his speech on the balcony, to address the citizens of Panem for the first time as President. He’s rehearsed it dozens of times, dozens, and he recites it again in his head, muttering beneath his breath.

Coriolanus looks up into the mirror, and Lucy Gray is there.

She’s wearing what she was the day he saw her last; bright orange shawl that belonged to his mother, white shirt, long skirt. Not a day older than seventeen. He feels old, standing next to her, and somehow more powerful.

Like a conqueror; the fruits of his labour have paid off.

“You’ve got everything you’ve ever wanted,” she surmises, dusting invisible fluff off his shoulder. “Is it everything you dreamed?”

He drinks in the sight of her face, so solemn and pale, and his lips curl.

“Even better,” he replies.

Lucy Gray meets his gaze head on. “And you only had to sell your soul to get it.”

“Some prices are worth paying. For the sake of all of us.”

“All of us.” She tastes the words like poison. “Is that what you tell yourself? That you do this for the good of everyone?”

“Better to sacrifice the few than the many.”

She stares at him, horrified. “I never realized how delusional you were.”

“You helped shape my convictions, believe it or not.”

“I should have let you burn to death in the arena,” she hisses. Her hands shake, like she wants to smack him. “I should have let you rot.”

“Yes,” he replies vaguely, pleased that she for once is the one rattled. Like he’s beating her, even in this. Even in pseudo death. A final triumph. “I suppose you would wish that. Many will after you, I’m sure.”

“And that doesn’t bother you. You’re so certain you’ll always win.”

Coriolanus looks at her. Her cupid’s bow, her long lashes. Remembers the way it once made him feel sweet and soft, like the only thing sacred in the world was her voice.

“Snow lands on top, sweetheart,” Coriolanus tuts, a smug reminder.

It’s all a blur now. Love, hate, desire. Betrayal. What was once sweet is now sour. What brought light now brings darkness. He looks at her face – her beautiful, delicate face, now hard and lined with hatred.

Lucy Gray leans in, her voice a low hiss like the snakes she loves so much. “Snow melts,” she whispers. His blood crusts into ice. She steps back, wily little smile on her lips.

“Good luck, Mr. President,” she says, raising her hands in a mock salute.

Lucy Gray’s smile drops.

“I hope it was worth it.”


“He’s a cute baby.”

Coriolanus stirs awake, needing a moment to adjust to the sight of Lucy Gray hovering over his son’s crib. He’s not one for sentimentality or affection – never has been. But he does have an odd fascination with his son, this new addition to his family, an extent of his legacy. Another Snow to follow in his footsteps, to take on the family legacy.

There’s a mountain of servants and nurses ready to hold and soothe his boy, but sometimes, when Coriolanus is truly fed up with people, he’ll hide away in his son’s nursery and inspect him, counting all his little fingers and toes, and wonder when the love will kick in.

Livia is fiercely bonded to the boy already, lavishing him like a trophy, but Coriolanus will be sure to put him to rights. Let her do what she wants with the rest of their children, but this first one is his to cultivate in his image. After all, whether he likes it or not, he won’t be around forever. Someone will have to succeed him, and he’d rather it be his own blood than a stranger. Dr. Gaul may not believe in dynasties, but he certainly does.

The baby stirs, a wail catching in his little throat. Lucy Gray, without question, reaches down and picks him up. Coriolanus merely watches them from his chair, listening to her hum a sweet lullaby.

His son quietens.

Livia tries to be engaged with their son in such trivial matters, but she has not the patience for it, quickly handing him off to the nurses when he starts crying. Coriolanus does not blame her; babies are hardly interesting creatures. When his son can talk, Coriolanus is confident he’ll be fonder of him than he currently is.

“What’s his name?” Lucy Gray whispers, almost reverently, glancing down at the sleeping baby with undeniable fondness. Everyone seems to love babies; he doesn’t understand it. Even her, who hates him so, doesn’t seem angry at his spawn.

“Augustus,” he replies.

“Augustus,” she repeats softly. “You surely are breeding him for royalty, aren’t you?”

Coriolanus quirks a brow. Somehow, it doesn’t feel right to be angry in the nursery, with his sleeping son at her chest. There’s something quite satisfying with the image before him, really.

“You don’t like the name?”

“Not that,” she says. “Just a bit too pompous for any son of mine.”

“And what name would you find suitably non-pompous?” he inquires.

“Something softer,” she murmurs. “Maybe Ash or River. I always did love the forest.”

“And for a girl?”

She laughs. “Maybe Violet,” she says. “Or Katniss. I sure did like them.”

“You’d name your child after swamp potato?” 

Her eyes meet his.

“I would,” she says defiantly. “And my husband would just have to deal with it.”

“I never would,” he says, without thinking.

The notion that she could, or would, marry someone else is unfathomable. Dead she may be, or gone, wherever she is, but Lucy Gray still belongs to him. Her face hardens a little; at his blatant acknowledgement that he claims ownership even now.

“No, I suppose you wouldn’t,” she sighs. She puts Augustus back in his crib. “Good thing we never had children.”

‘Yes,” he echoes. “Good thing.”

The silence lingers this time.

“He’s so innocent,” she whispers, looking down at his sleeping son. “So sweet.” She eyes him carefully. “You must love him a lot.”

Coriolanus looks down at his son. Augustus looks like him, every glaring inch. No doubt to his paternity. Coriolanus knows he’s his by some innate, primal instinct, but otherwise his son feels like a stranger.

“You do love your son, don’t you?” she questions.

“I’ll care for him,” Coriolanus replies.

“He’s your son. You must love him.”

“Must I?” he cackles, low and almost cruel. “You took that from me, you know.”

Her brows knit together. “Took what?”

“You showed me what love does to people,” he says. “Makes them weak and foolish. Why love when the person can betray you?”

“He’s your son.”

“He’s important,” Coriolanus acknowledges. “But love itself is a fickle, weak thing. Better to keep your head on straight.”

“If that’s what I did to you,” Lucy Gray breathes, “then I truly am a monster.”

Coriolanus smiles bitterly, leans back in his chair, closes his eyes.

“Then, sweetheart, we’re better suited than either of us thought.”

“What a terrifying thought,” she mutters. 

“Indeed.” 

And they sit there together, almost like a married couple, almost like they’re watching over their own son, their own River or Ash.

For a moment, Coriolanus almost dreams it. 
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