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My official personality-flaw assessment came in today.

Nothing like bold, red digital letters projected across the inside of my forearm, spelling out the one thing my schooling over the next four years would actively try to quash in me. With a flick of my finger, I closed the message on my armband, making my test result wink out for the seventh time already this morning—okay, seventh time in the past hour. Too bad I couldn’t make it disappear as easily.

Of course, that constant, niggling thought had nothing to do with my current mood or decided activity. Grumbling to myself, I shook it off and focused on the four airscreens taking up the space in front of me, like a windshield on a hover track-car. My fingers tapped restlessly over the keys, my eyes scanned every minute coding detail scrolling past. My heart slammed adrenaline-fueled blood through my body. And I loved every beat of it.

Who was I kidding? As much as I didn’t want to say this to my brother’s face, I had to admit that Sam was indeed right: Choosing today for hacking into the high-security system at our father’s place of employment had everything to do with those stupid results.

My personal, quiet rebellion.

The moment Sam and I had been gearing up for had finally come. Anticipation tingled through my fingertips, enhanced with every key strike. Soon, the mystery of the forbidden side of the Dome would be within reach.

I swiveled in my hover chair, facing airscreens three and four. Sam had found an opening for a zero-day attack, and the plan was to use that, but the plan changed when he bet I wouldn’t be able to locate it on my own—within thirty minutes. Twelve minutes in and making progress, I started imagining exactly how to gloat.

Of course, if Dad found out I’d succeeded in getting past the Dome’s firewall, heading straight for the sensitive information sector, he’d have my head, not Sam’s. Even though Sam had pushed me when I was compromised, because my brother knew his little sister didn’t back down from a dare. Ever.

Stupid personality flaw—or whatever my standardized test results had called my “obsessive worrying” and “constant mistrust of people, especially authority figures” or “inability to take criticism” that may lead to “crippling fear if not properly managed.”

Anxious.

That’s what they called me. Apparently, that was all of me boiled down to one word. Seven red, capitalized letters shouldn’t have this much control over my thoughts. Shouldn’t be able to prod my emotions from the forced hibernation where I desperately wished they’d remain.

How could a test be so incredibly wrong? Ryleigh Stevens wasn’t afraid of anything. And apparently I had to prove that to the powers that be, or I’d be forever marked a failure.

I tapped the keys in front of me a little rougher than necessary. Would someone plagued by constant fear be trying to hack into the Dome’s system to gain access to the forbidden side, where all the Powered slept? No. And I was doing this for fun. Sam agreed, which was why he played lookout while I proved my fearlessness.

Access Denied flashed on all four of the open airscreens displayed in front of me. Blocked again. I needed more time. I glanced at Sam, who leaned back in his hover chair as far as possible without letting it tip out of his realm of control. And he made it look effortless. Just like everything else Sam did. A picture of ease, even as he sat there, feet on Dad’s desk, crossed at the ankles, deftly tossing and catching a miniature soccer ball. As if we weren’t in the middle of doing something very, very illegal.

Toss. Catch.

Toss. Catch.

The rhythm of his movements almost mesmerized me, like an old-fashioned rocking chair swaying back and forth with just the barest of movements from its occupant. Like fallen leaves at the tree garden, swirling in a harmony of red, gold, orange, and yellow in a simulated autumn breeze, was my brother’s carefree demeanor. I envied that calm right now. Ravenously.

He sat behind the keys, taking in every detail on the screen, his head bobbing along with the bass vibrating through the music patch attached to the skin behind his ear. Nothing seemed to ruffle him. While I grabbed hold of my adrenaline to beat the system before getting caught, my accomplice stretched back as if floating in a lazy hammock. Some lookout.

I slammed my palm against the desk. As soon as Sam felt the vibrations, he looked up at my frantic expression and signed, “Sorry, Ryleigh.” He sat upright and peered out the slanted window in Dad’s office—our hidden perch up here among the labyrinth of white catwalks—to the training rooms below.

His hands danced in answer with that mesmerizing grace. “He’s downstairs. Dr. Standish stopped him.”

“I don’t have much time,” I signed in reply—ungracefully.

Sam leaned back in his chair and popped his long legs back up onto the desk with an easy shrug. “Relax. Standish loves to talk.”

“You’re no help.” I looked out the window myself. From here I could see safely into all three evaluation rooms surrounding the training gym—special glass protected us from any abilities the Powered living here could throw at it, including X-ray vision.

Two Powered individuals occupied the evaluation rooms this morning, each demonstrating their superhuman abilities. I’d seen the guy with green smoke pouring out of his palms before. The other guy was new. A teenager. Two or three years older than Sam, maybe. Dark, short hair sat carelessly spiky on top of his head, the sides cut shorter, and a strange tattoo snaked across his right forearm—actually moving like a serpent. That kind of tattoo was illegal now. Too closely associated with cybernetics. How had he gotten it? Had he been born with it? Rumor suggested that a possibility.

As if he sensed me staring, his eyes met mine. Cold eyes. Like a frozen lake with its depths of blackness. My breath seemed to stop. Though there was no way he could see me, his lips curled. The kind of look that matched his frigid-water eyes. A shudder rippled through me. My armband vibrated against my left wrist. Gasping, I broke eye contact. A message had come through, and I tapped my armband to read it.

The text flashed across my forearm. What are you doing? The message was from Sam. I looked up at him and saw his concerned expression.

“You froze.”

My fingers felt stiff and cold as I signed, “I’m fine.” I looked out the window again, scanning the ground floor, and caught sight of Dr. Standish entering the room with green-smoke-screen guy. Great. Where was Dad?

“You were supposed to be watching!” My signs were short, terse, escalating to larger gestures, revealing my frustration. “He’s gone.”

“That’s what I’ve been saying. Not my fault you didn’t hear me.” He smirked.

“Not funny.” I rushed back to the computer and slid into the seat. If I didn’t clear the screens before—oh no. Footsteps thudded against the catwalk outside. I touched the keys again, but the screens remained frozen and completely visible, glitching in the space before me.

The door’s exterior access pad scanned someone’s armband, and Dad’s voice came from the other side, talking on his Dome walkie, no doubt. The door beeped and slid into its pocket.

My father stepped into the room, eyes narrowing at the airscreens. “Ryleigh!” He turned his eyes to me. “Are you trying to hack into the Dome system? Do you want to get me fired?”

“No.” My voice sounded small.

Even though he was clearly exaggerating, I’d neglected to think of the ramifications this would have on my dad. That was some Grade-A selfishness right there. Warmth crept up my neck as Dad tapped a few keys and closed the programs. All four screens winked out.

Sam moved into our line of sight. “Relax, Dad. She can’t hack in.”

“Did you think I wouldn’t be notified?” Dad signed as he spoke. “The best techs in the system programmed this firewall.” He eyed both of us. “How will I explain my thirteen-year-old daughter attempting to hack the system?” He sighed, but a small glimmer danced in his eyes. Pride? “What were you looking for anyway?”

My heart skipped a beat. “The room number for Bryce and Violet.” Always best to lie with partial truth.

“You know I can’t give out room numbers.”

“Hence the computer probing. Sam and I just wanted to hang out with them.”

Dad leaned on the desk. “I’ll call their mother and let her know you two would like to see them.”

“Hacking is more fun.” Sam winked at me.

“Stop giving your sister bad ideas.” Dad pivoted so Sam could read his facial expression. “I mean it. You’re older. She looks up to you.”

Like a year and a half meant much.

A red light on Dad’s clunky, ancient earpiece blinked, and Standish’s voice came through the walkie. “That addendum we were just discussing—”

“I’m not alone.” Dad cut him off.

“Come to conference room three.”

Dad slipped one of those old-school pens he loved into his lab coat pocket, then signed as he spoke. “Looks like today will be longer than expected. You two can head to the gym, or I can call Mom and see if she’ll pick you up.”

I wasn’t ready to leave, especially if I was going to get another chance to crack into the Dome directory—more discreetly this time. The Faraday cage made that impossible unless I was here, in the Dome. “The gym’s fine. Someone will show up.”

“All right.” The faraway look in Dad’s eyes told me his thoughts were already churning with a solution to whatever Project Integration problem Standish had now. He headed out of the room, and I immediately pulled up the airscreens.

“Oh, look.” I shot Sam a devious grin and mouthed the words, “I found a backdoor,” as I signed.

Sam’s return smile was wider.

I paused to sign, “I think I’ll just interlope right in.”

“No one will find out if you’re smart about it.”

“I’m always smart about it.”

“You have access to the armband?”

“That’s the best part! Is she still there?”

Sam checked out the window. “She is.”

Like clockwork in all its old-fashioned glory.

Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Sam’s hands moving but ignored him. It was probably some sarcastic comment anyway. Fourteen minutes later, I had what I needed.

I picked up one of Dad’s ancient pens, and I wrote on my palm, marveling at the strange lines the ink left. I faced Sam. “I found them. And my armband will register as Abigail Sommers.” I picked the green fabric from my pocket that we’d dyed to specifically match Abigail’s armband—a color green not readily available anywhere, so we’d had to get creative.

“I knew you had a talent.”

I slapped the bracelet over the wide part of my black armband. It curled around with a snap from the metal inside. “The student has surpassed the master.”

“Don’t get cocky.”

I grinned again and opened the door. He pulled out his own green band from his jacket pocket and put it over his armband-decorated wrist, sliding it under his sleeve. We headed down the pristine, white catwalk, and I glanced over my shoulder to hurry Sam along.

He took mincing steps along the center, head high as he avoided looking down at the floor far below. A rare moment when his carefree legato movements turned to staccato due to my brother’s one and only fear.

“You know”—I walked backward in front of him, signing as I spoke—“if Dad’s Project Integration is successful, there could be Powered in your graduating class.”

The vast space surrounding us swallowed Sam’s confidence as we edged farther away from the offices and into the hidden-from-below catwalk maze in the open area under the Dome’s curved ceiling. Sunlight spilled in, the rays dissipated by the glass above. Sam looked up, pausing slightly while he signed, “I hope his plan succeeds.”

I followed his gaze. Puffy, white clouds floated as pictures on the surface above, and no breeze touched my face. A glorified cage was what Bryce called this place. He was right. The Powered deserved to be free. To experience the wind on their cheeks every day. To smell real flowers—not those engineered hybrids that could survive in the Domes. And they deserved to be able to leave the Domes.

We made it to the elevator, using Sam’s black armband to open it, and his tense posture relaxed as we stepped inside. “Me too.” He’d finally loosened up enough to be able to sign normally.

The walk to the gym took us past examination rooms behind closed doors. They resembled the rooms at the hospital where Mom worked—clean, white, neutral. As if what they held inside didn’t matter to them because tomorrow it would be someone new.

One of the doors opened in front of us, and the guy with the moving tattoo glided out, cuffed and chained to a police-controlled hoverboard. Two guards attended him, each keeping a firm grip on his elbows. As soon as they led him away from the door, he looked over his shoulder.

Dark, inquisitive eyes met mine. “Your daddy lets you play here?” His words echoed in my head like a thundering hiss. “It’s not exactly safe.”

Sam’s body suddenly blocked my view, and my heart revved as if it had stopped and started beating again. He signed. “You okay?”

I nodded, unable to form words with my hands or my voice.

“What did he do to you?” Sam gripped my arms to steady me after he asked the question.

Do? My eyelids fluttered, and I found my speech—words and signs. “What do you mean?”

“You started moving toward him. I didn’t like his creepy expression.”

“Just his expression? Did you see what he said?”

Sam tilted his head. “He said something? His lips didn’t move. And nothing registered on my sound patch.”

Sam wore a patch most days, and he turned it on in settings where he needed to know what people were saying in a place where no one used sign language. He’d let me try it out before, but I found it incredibly distracting to have to look at the words displayed by my armband as the patch picked up sounds all around me. I stared at my brother’s empty-slate forearm—proof that his patch hadn’t detected what I’d heard.

I shrugged, as if the movement could nudge away the cold clinging to me. No way I’d let that creep scare me. “I guess it was nothing. The guy was wearing an orange armband, so obviously a prisoner headed to Dome Eighteen. They’ll try anything.” Determined not to let that rattle me, I headed toward the gate—the only way inside the part of Dome Eleven where Powered lived.

Sam stopped me, scanning my face with his deep brown eyes. So like Mom’s. And the look on his face resembled hers too. “You sure you’re okay?”

“He was just some prisoner trying to get under my skin.” I kept my signs small and hidden by my body, even though no one around here spoke the extinct sign language that our family did because of Sam. Dad had found a few holo-vids when Sam was little, and so I’d grown up with the motions. Turning them off was harder than using them sometimes.

A lot of Sam’s friends knew a ton of words, but none of them were allowed in the Dome save Zane, and he wasn’t here today. Still, the secrecy of what we were about to do had me hypervigilant. If someone spotted us, I didn’t need them remembering it was a girl and a boy speaking with their hands. Because while the thought of what I was about to do spread that searing adrenaline through my veins, the possibility of getting Sam caught chilled my core.

Sam’s lips pursed, but he knew enough to let go of his suspicions—for now, at least. He motioned for me to lead the way. We made it close to the hallway off the gym that led to the gate. This was it. If this worked, I’d see the forbidden side. Where the Powered actually lived.

My pulse buzzed. The coast was clear, so I rushed up to the gate, careful to hide my face from all the cameras. Its huge, metal frame towered in front of me, blocking out everything on the other side. Hands sweating, I approached the keypad mounted next to it—away from prying eyes—and glanced back at Sam. He gave me a thumbs-up. This. Was. It.

I turned to the keypad. As I’d seen during recon, there were twelve squares acting as buttons, black unless I stood in front of them. When close enough, each square contained a picture. The pictures on the access pad had shifted their order from last I’d seen—and memorized. Did they change every day? Would today’s passcode work for tomorrow? I didn’t have time to dwell on my questions. I had a mission to complete now: Be the first Normal human to break into the Powered side of the Dome. And I knew today’s passcode. I hoped as much anyway.

My armband vibrated, and a text came through from Sam. Just my name. I glanced over my shoulder at him.

His hands flashed. “She’s on her way.”

It was time. I checked the writing on my left palm. Sweat had smudged the ink. Weird. At least the stuff would come off easily. Leave no trace. I pulled on a glove to keep my fingerprints hidden, took a deep breath, and touched the pictures one at a time.

I pressed the last two buttons, and the pictures vanished. Words filled the screen:

ACCESS GRANTED.

Yes! We were in!

Then a new phrase popped up:

REPLACE ARM. SCAN ARMBAND.

The real test. I glanced at the thin, green-covered band on my wrist. My mind raced as I pulled up my settings on the prototype shield Sam and Zane had made that fit right over the chip reader on my armband. In nanoseconds I would assume the identity of Abigail Sommers. She’d be headed this way any moment, completely unaware of what we were doing. We’d walk in, Sam’s armband hidden by the silencing device Zane had created, and his heat signature in tandem with mine.

I gave Sam the signal. He pulled out his datapad and started up his brilliant part of the plan: a rolling wave of camera-static interference. Nothing crazy. Just enough to cover our cross into the Powered side of the Dome. He returned the signal, then we synchronized our timeclocks.

Moments later, Sam joined me, diligently keeping to the camera’s blind spots as he pulled up beside me. I tapped my arm, raising my eyebrows in a silent question. Had he remembered to turn off his sound patch? He nodded, then a slow smirk started spreading over his lips as we watched our timeclocks count down.

Heart pounding, I lifted my left arm and placed my covered wrist over the scanner. Sweat crawled down my temple. Footsteps scuffed against the rubber flooring behind us.

This had to work. I glanced around once more to make sure no one could see us. That was a risk I wouldn’t take. I’d rather scrap the whole plan and have to start over than get caught. It wasn’t fear holding the reins—it was caution. We adrenaline junkies had to weigh the risks versus rewards. In this case, we could be banished from the Dome. Sam was fifteen. His punishment could be harsher. Like a month in the plantations or something worse. If they sent my brother off-planet to the warzone, he’d come back a shell of himself. I wouldn’t let that happen.

“Why are you hesitating? You scared?”

Of course he would. “Me, scared? Never. I’ll race you.”

A blue light flashed over my raised wrist and the fake green band. The gate slid open. I stared at the crack between the doors as it grew larger. Tingles spread over my skin.

Sam grabbed my arm, and together we raced into the crevice. As we hit the center, I dropped a small glass marble. It tinked against the door’s tracks and rolled into one of the grooves. Precise shot! This couldn’t go more perfectly!

I glanced over my shoulder in time to watch unsuspecting Abigail approach the scanner. Looking at my brother for confirmation, I smiled as the door slid wide enough for us to slip through before pausing to reverse its process and close. The telltale beep announcing that the armband would have to be rescanned was the finale to our perfectly composed plan. The guards would find the innocent foreign object that tripped the scanner. Abigail would be there, ready to scan her armband. And no one would know we’d slipped through the cracks. Brilliant.

Sam’s eyes sparkled as we crossed the threshold.
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The gate closed behind us, and the second set of doors slid into pockets. I stared openly as the forbidden unfolded around me. I drank in everything. The scent of cloves and oranges and canned air blasted my senses. Everything was new, strange, bright, different, a synthetic version of the outside world.

And it looked nothing like the other side of the Dome. Natural light flooded through the glass ceiling, uninhibited. It warmed my skin, but not the same way it would have if I were outside. The sun seemed milder here. Air circulated as though from a home-purifier unit. Nothing like the wild, untamed, sporadic breezes outside.

Was that a chorus of stringed instruments piping from hollows in the artificial trees?

Across from the gate stood a myriad of stands. The scent of fresh produce, like a market, wafted my way. And what else were they selling? Holo-pins? Book cubes? One of those faux-scented flowers Mom loved? Sometimes Dad brought stuff home from here, but it was rare. Holidays and festivals only.

Apartments rose four stories above us, a network of elevator tubes branched up and out—the arteries of transportation between buildings. The transporter car tracks spread beneath like roots through the busy town square, sending shuttles in all directions.

Like outside the Dome, their railway system seemed color coded. This place was massive!

Sam tapped my arm. “Ryleigh, you look like a tourist.”

Right. I had to be careful—try and blend in. I tugged my shirtsleeve to cover most of my bracelet.

Sam glanced around. “Where are we going?”

I looked at the smudged ink on my palm. “Apartment 37. West side.”

“Come on. Keep your head down.”

I nodded but glanced at my altered armband and frowned. We needed armband access to ride a transporter car outside of the Dome. Zane thought this modification was a good counterfeit standard-temp band for greens. And since Abigail didn’t have her permanent band yet, he thought it would work well with Sam’s or my pre-permanent bands. Hopefully he was right.

A few kids zoomed past on slide-boards—one of them a little too close. Maybe we could borrow one of those. How long would it take to make it to Bryce and Violet’s house?

Sam must have been thinking the same thing. He grabbed my hand and towed me toward one of the sleek, silver vehicles. The transporter’s doors opened, and people poured out. We got on. Oddly, it was just like home. People watching news-story cubes with their earpatches. The metal support pole oddly warm from the person who held it before. The world passed by at superspeed as we watched out the window. Problem was, I didn’t know where to get off.

Then I followed Sam’s line of sight to the map just above the doors. It looked like we needed to stop at this next exit for the orange division. A beep interrupted my train of thought, and I barely had time to grab the metal bar again before the car stopped. The doors opened, and Sam practically pushed me out.

Likely better than using Abigail’s fake armband while inside the Dome, we had to take the chances presented to us. One unknown challenge at a time. Out we hopped, and I glanced back, making eye contact with none other than Abigail. She watched us through the window as the car sped away again.

I shook that off and looked around. Huge circles, cut into the rubbery flooring in patterned intervals, housed trees. They gave the impression that this was the outdoors, but the tinkling of electronic windchimes, which replaced a soft breeze, reminded me of the vast difference between this and home.

Sam turned to me. “You ready?”

To face the fog of unknown and be ready at every turn to make a split-nanosecond decision? Absolutely.

I nodded to Sam, and he grinned. He was enjoying this as much as I was.

Sam led us deeper into the Dome, past the sounds of city and business, and into a typical-looking suburbia. Rows of apartment buildings, stacked six or so units high, sprawled out before us, slightly scaled-down versions of the ones I was used to seeing in the busy city district.

Here, the system seemed a bit different, likely because it was smaller. Colors and numbers marked the doors. This was the orange division, all right. A whole playground, garden, and basketball court spread out in the center of a cluster of apartments. Orange dots peppered the cushioned flooring leading up to playground. It was rather homey. Almost like a private community within a bigger private community, à la Dome Eleven. I could easily picture Bryce and Violet playing here, but as I scanned the kids making use of the area, I didn’t see my friends.

We stopped in front of a building, and I searched for apartment 37. Since every number on the ground floor started with a one, it was a good bet that theirs was on the third. I started approaching the outdoor lift-tube when Sam stopped me. I turned to ask him what was wrong and saw the answer. Some kid was staring at us. Like we didn’t belong here.

Then I realized why. Underneath the engineered wood that built the play structure sat two girls cowering. I ignored the other kids there—apparently bullies—and headed straight for the girls. Sam tugged my sleeve, but when I motioned to the girls, his eyes widened. Then he shot a quizzical glare at the group of five that was now watching us.

I reached the play equipment and ducked to see the little girls under the beams. “Are you okay?”

One of them pointed. “He took our slide-board.” Then she started to cry.

A familiar heat lit my gut. Bullies. Was there anything I loathed more? “It’s okay. I’ll see if I can get it back.”

“They always take our stuff!” the other one said, her little hands making tiny fists.

“Who are you?” That voice came from the other side of my brother.

I spun around. Like everything I’d ever read about a pack of canines, the group of kids closed in. Curiosity mingled with the threats on their faces. I couldn’t help it. My gaze tore from theirs to take inventory: three red armbands, one blue, and one green. I had my own ideas about what each color meant, even though they were under strict orders to never tell a Normal the color-coded system. But even I knew that a red armband basically marked someone as potentially highly dangerous.

The crude green we’d used to “hide” the black of our armbands suddenly felt like a cheap comparison to the real thing.

“You from the blue district, punk?” One of the kids, bigger and beefier than the others—a redband—came straight at Sam and me, his left hand out in front of him. “I asked you a question.” The fingers on his outstretched hand snapped, and a ball of blue flame sparked up in his palm. That didn’t scare me. I knew redbands could play with fire.

Then my chest squeezed, almost like an afterthought, because Powered could freely exhibit their abilities on this side of the Dome. Why was I so stupid? Maybe coming here wasn’t such a good idea.

“Hey! There you are!”

My heart jumped. I knew that voice. A moment later, a familiar dark-haired boy walked up to me.

Bryce’s typical suave smirk was nowhere to be found. Instead, his features almost blanched as he tried to visibly regain composure. “What are you doing here? I thought we’d meant to meet at the gym.” Bryce’s brown eyes latched gazes with me and Sam and subtly shooed us toward the side of the apartment building.

“Shoulda known they were friends of yours, blue,” the kid shouted.

“Indeed, you should have.” Bryce turned his eyes to the bully. “People with good taste tend to find me. Though that doesn’t explain why you’re here.” He made a play of looking around. “Uncharacteristically, you’re alone this time.”

The kid stopped cold. He backed up a step or two but didn’t seem to want to give Bryce the satisfaction of knowing he’d scared him. “Yeah. You’re lucky.”

“That I am.” Bryce’s normal mirth and charm wove his words together. “Also, I am very much not alone.” He faced us again and said quietly, “We’d better hope my lucky streak remains strong.”

Violet came into view behind her twin brother. Without missing a beat, she walked right up to Sam and touched his arm. Likely telling my brother something.

But Bryce quickly herded us toward the side of the building. As soon as we’d rounded the corner, he burst out. “What are you two doing here?”

“Well, hello to you too.”

“You can’t be here.”

“Well, we—”

Bryce grabbed my wrist and towed me further from the back of the building, gesturing to Sam. Not what I expected from fun-loving, always-up-for-a-dare Bryce.

A moment later, Violet joined us. “They didn’t see them.”

“Who are you talking about?” Now my heart thudded harder in my chest.

Violet touched Sam’s arm again in her silent method of communication, and Sam cringed.

She touched my arm too. Her thoughts and emotions rushed into me: Confusion mingled with fear. “What are you doing here?” Her thoughts seemed to tremble in my head.

“We wanted to see you.” I thought back to her, suddenly way more concerned about what I had done. Could they get in trouble for this too?

“It’s possible. Only if we get caught.” Violet smiled at me, but it was weak and unsure. Her fear still trickled into me until she moved her hand from my arm.

“We have to get you two out of here. Now.” Bryce motioned for us to follow him as he started toward an alleyway between the buildings. The worried look shared between him and Violet sobered me.

“How?” Violet asked as she rested her hand on Sam’s arm, likely filling him in.

“Knox.” Bryce glanced at me, warning in his eyes. “He’ll know how to get them out without being spotted.” He started leading us deeper into the Dome.

Knox? Oh great. Just when I thought things couldn’t get worse. He’d never help me. Sam, sure, but not me. “Is he really our only hope?” This reckless adventure was not turning out as planned.

“Please play nice, Ryleigh.” Frowning, Bryce whirled around to face me. He stopped walking and took off his hoodie, which he handed to me. “Put this on.”

“I’m sorry,” I whispered.

He sighed, but then said, “To be honest, I’m impressed.” The normal mischievous glint lit his eyes. “But this was not the way to showcase your indelible bravery. Blacking out the cameras at the Dome hospital so we can sneak pudding from the pantry and breaking into the Powered side are on two very different levels of bad ideas.”

“Meaning one was your bad idea and the other was mine?”

“No.” His face scrunched into a rueful expression. “You know we’ll always come if your dad radios my mom.”

“I know.” I wanted to say, but that’s no fun. But the seriousness of the situation weighed down any levity.

Sam pulled up his hood.

I lifted Bryce’s hoodie over my head. It smelled like him—cloves and canned air.

Violet touched my brother’s hand. “Don’t look up. We’ll get you safe.” Her smile was reassuring, and Sam’s shoulders relaxed when her fingers grazed his knuckles.

“You’re not coming,” Bryce said to his sister.

Her eyebrow arched, and those deep brown eyes of hers sparked with challenge. “They’re my friends too. If I’m not in the gym when you get there, that will look suspicious.” Then she smiled broadly. “Sam thinks I have a point.”

Bryce sighed. “Fine.” He tugged the hood of my borrowed sweatshirt so it hid my profile. “Try to stay inconspicuous. Please.”

Sam lifted his hands, about to sign, but Violet placed hers over them. “No one in here is deaf. If you do that and it gets caught on camera, they’ll know it’s you.”

He froze.

“Why is that so bad? What would they do?” I asked, my voice small.

Bryce shot me a rueful look that said he knew way more than he was permitted to tell.

“Sorry, Sam.” Violet apologized. “You’ll have to talk through me for now.”

One corner of Sam’s mouth tipped up in a soft smile, and Violet’s cheeks flushed. Her eyes flickered away from him, and she whispered, “Thank you.”

I stared openly at my brother, but his eyes only widened meaningfully, and he tipped his head toward Bryce, who had started walking—very fast.

The three of us followed him through the playground behind their apartment, heads low and eyes scanning. The ground squished more here, like the same kind of mats used in the big training gym. It gave under my feet and cushioned each step. Behind me, Sam walked with Violet. Whatever he was saying to her, with his thoughts, made her smile. She touched his hand, relaying her response, and he grinned back. Did my brother look that happy when he talked with me?

“Yes.” Violet’s eyes met mine.

Warmth filled my heart. Sam looked at me questioningly.

“I didn’t say anything.”

He shook his head.

I walked closer to Bryce, matching his quick pace. “Why is it so dangerous for—”

“Please, don’t ask me questions here.” If his expression hadn’t looked so worried, I might have been offended. Then he flashed a grin.

“What?”

“You’re so curious.”

“Maybe I wouldn’t be if you weren’t so secretive.”

Now he laughed openly. “It is my personality flaw. It’s in my file.”

“You’re serious? I thought it would be arrogance or something.”

“It’s like you read my file.” He wiggled his eyebrows up and down, and I rolled my eyes. Then he asked, “Have you received yours yet?”

“I didn’t find it accurate. They called me anxious. Like, since when? Adrenaline is my candy.”

He choked on a chuckle. “It certainly is. Maybe refining your choice of ‘candy’ a bit would be good.”

“You make stupid decisions all the time,” I quipped back.

“Yes. But I don’t usually drag others into them.”

That was a slice straight to my heart. I nearly stopped walking.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.” He linked his arm through mine to keep me moving forward. That was enough to lift my spirit again.

We neared an old, white synthetic fence and stopped. Bryce slipped his arm back, and just like that, my anxiety returned.

So did my questions. “What would be so bad about getting caught on this side of the Dome?”

Bryce shot me a glance. “For you and Sam?”

The phrase clearly left out the second part of that question: or for me and Violet?

My mouth went dry. “How much trouble could this get you into?”

He nodded and motioned toward the fence in front of us. “Please don’t make me give that an answer.”

I swallowed hard and glanced at the row of white stopping me from moving forward. Well, at least it gave the illusion of a barrier. I could clearly see the hologram that hid whatever structure lay beneath. Dad always said I had an eye for it—apparently the hologram refresh rate was twenty-four or twenty-five frames per second, and my eyes could pick up the flicker. He said most people couldn’t. While it resembled a slight glitch in a program to me, the holos of this quality looked fine to everyone else.

In one spot, the fence had a distinct flicker. Not real fencing. A hole in the underlying structure. Just big enough for us to squeeze through. But Bryce wasn’t looking at the fence. Instead, he counted a few footsteps from a synthetic rock on the ground that tried to give the impression of an outside landscape. Violet hid his body from the north side, and Bryce stuck his head through the faint flicker in the fence.

He popped back to our side. “It’s clear.”

Violet and Sam went through the hole first, then I followed. Bryce trailed behind, and by the time he made it, I was standing stunned and staring at everything with my mouth open.

Bryce motioned to the scene in front of me. “It’s not the same over here.”

Understatement. Cracks and holes marred the paved walkways—no comfy, cushiony ground on this side. Dirty puddles littered the path. One held a ragged, half-drowned teddy bear that stared at me with its one button eye and an unraveling smile. Green water collected around its brown, threadbare stomach.

I swallowed. “Why is it so different?”

Violet touched my arm. “They’re poor on this side.”

Oh. I’d never thought of Knox as poor. But this was really, really poor. I’d never seen anything like this. It resembled a photo from devastation left after the wars.

I stuck close to Sam as we approached a block of apartments. Wooden boards covered most of the windows. Dry mud caked crumbling brick. No synthetic rocks, faux flowers, or white picket fences on this side. Bryce knocked on an apartment door.

So this was Knox’s home—house. Home didn’t seem like the right word.

Sam tapped my shoulder and I faced him. He hid his hand movement between us. “Stop staring.”

Right. I breathed deep and watched the door. A bunch of beeps sounded as if more than one lock switched off. Finally, it opened, revealing a tall guy with a hard set to his jaw that told me he trusted no one. His head was shaved so he only had a shadow of hair. Tattoos covered his neck and shoulder and disappeared under his tank top. He glowered down at me, and I saw Knox’s features in his face. He had to be an older brother. His left arm rested in a sling, which he held close to his body. As soon as he saw Bryce and Violet, his harsh glare lightened, but he didn’t say anything. Almost like he was testing us. Say the right thing, maybe he’d answer. Say the wrong thing, and expect a door in the face. My faith in Bryce’s plan crumbled a bit.

“Knox home?” Bryce asked.

Knox’s brother nodded in a way that made his chin jut out instead of tuck in. Then, while keeping us in his sights, he half called over his shoulder, “Knox, I didn’t know you had so many friends.”

“What happened to your arm?” Before I even thought, the question popped out.

His eyes grew a degree warmer. “I got my permanent armband yesterday.”

“Did something go wrong?”

Bryce uttered a laugh as if I’d said something to embarrass him. “Don’t mind her. She thinks she’s funny.”

I was about to retort when Knox’s brother’s gaze swept over the four of us again and rested on Bryce. “I’m not even going to ask.”

Knox appeared in the doorway. He looked at Bryce and nodded a hello, but when he saw me, his eyes hardened. At least that reaction was normal.

Bryce adopted his irresistible smile. “We’re headed to the gym side. Care to join us? We could really use your navigational skills.”

Knox’s eyes widened, and my stomach knotted. Of course he wouldn’t help us—me. He hated my guts. This was a dumb plan anyway.

“I got us into this mess. I’m sure I can get us out.” I started to leave, ignoring the look on Sam’s face. Of course he hadn’t seen what I’d said, but I was sure he got the idea.

Bryce grabbed my arm. There was urgency in his strong grip.

Knox’s cocky voice filled the silence. “If Miss Strawberry thinks she can get out of here unnoticed, she’s mistaken.” He glared at me. “But if anyone saw you with Bryce, you could get him in trouble, and I’m not about to let that happen. I’ll take you.”

“Thank you.” Bryce slapped Knox’s shoulder. The relief in his voice was palpable.

Knox put on his hoodie and faced his brother. “I’ll be back later.”

“Be careful or we’ll all be in a lot of trouble.”

Knox headed down the steps and led us along a dank alleyway.

I had to walk fast to keep up. “What happened with your brother’s armband?”

Knox looked back at Bryce. “Can you get her to shut up? Someone might hear.”

I spun in a circle to show them all the empty space in the dark alleyway. “No one’s around.”

Knox pointed his finger at my face, halting my forward movement. “You never should have come here.”

I grabbed his finger and pushed it away. “I keep getting that response from people, yet no one will answer any of my questions.”

“I’m surprised your thrill seeking hasn’t claimed any casualties. What are you trying to prove anyway?” He turned away and started walking again.

“Prove?” I had to admit that comment was a gut punch, because he’d seen right through me. “Like I have anything to prove.”

Sam tapped my shoulder. The look on his face made me stop. His eyes flicked to the top of the building we were behind. I glanced up. Something up there moved.

Violet touched my arm. “Motion-detection drones.” Her thoughts filled my head, along with her worry—and a hint of sorrow.

Icy cold chilled my chest.

“They’re everywhere,” Bryce said.

“Not everywhere,” Knox said. “And I’ve studied their paths.” He led us between two buildings.

The space smelled of rotten potatoes, and I cringed. “Why are—”

Knox faced me, features taut. “You get one question, Strawberry, so make it a good one.”

I wanted to scream at him to stop calling me that, but it never worked. Instead, I turned to Bryce. “Why did you pick Knox to—wait, that’s not my question. Why is it so dangerous for me to be here?”

Bryce shifted his weight, seeming to carefully choose his words. “If something were to happen in here, like a Powered losing control and hurting a Normal, do you think your dad’s program would be allowed to continue?”

Violet’s fingers curled around my wrist. “Everything here is highly regulated, Ryleigh. We aren’t allowed much in the way of privacy, let alone secrets.”

The air in my lungs seemed to stall. If my dad couldn’t go forward with the Integration, Powered would never leave the Domes. They’d be stuck in this nightmare for life. “No,” I said quietly. “I didn’t mean—I didn’t—”

“Think?” Knox supplied and started walking again.

As much as that angered me, he was right. I looked at Bryce and Violet. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re forgiven. But seriously . . .” Bryce motioned toward Knox, as if that was all the explanation needed. Then he flashed his charming smile. “So make nice with Knox for the rest of the trip. Please?”

I nodded once. “For you.”

He mouthed the words “thank you” and offered me a wink.

Everyone started walking again and I followed. But something ate at me inside. Guilt. I tried to push it away. I could fix this. I would fix this. Unfortunately, that new plan hinged on Knox Twelve-Kinds-Of-Trouble Archer getting us out of here.

Knox led us between the buildings to a synthetic brick wall. One spot stood out a little. Then I realized why. No crumbled black bricks. Those looked new and gray. And there was the telltale flicker. Another hole covered by a hologram.

He stuck his hand into the holo-bricks. “A glitch someone found. Don’t you dare say a word.”

I shook my head. Almost getting Bryce and Violet and Dad in trouble today wasn’t worth the adrenaline rush. Knox climbed through the bricks, and we all followed into a dark room. The scents of cleaner and rubber and the faint odor of burning metal permeated everything. Knox opened the door. A soft electric light spread in and bounced off white walls and the blue rubbery floor. This was the janitorial closet outside the gym.

Sam and I removed the green from our bands, shoving the evidence into our pockets. Then, one by one, we exited the closet and headed toward the large common area, making certain no guard could see us. Knox hung in the doorway.

Bryce turned to him. “Thank you. I owe you one.”

Knox offered a rare smile. “Nah. It’s free for you, brother.” Then his eyes found mine, and the smile slipped away.

“You coming?” Bryce motioned for Knox to join us, and I wanted to gag.

Knox shrugged. “Like you guys want me around.”

At least he took a hint.

Violet’s warm hand cupped my elbow. “Please, Ryleigh. Don’t push him away. He’s not as bad as you think.”

Oh, yes, he was. I’d seen him in action. And he had them all fooled. Including my brother. Still, he’d just saved us from who knew what kind of reprimand. Maybe a trip to the plantations for a week. Not me, maybe, but Sam was old enough to be left outside the wall overnight. I didn’t want him that close to the Wildlands after dark. Or . . . ever.

I swallowed my pride and turned to Knox. “Thanks for helping us. I really appreciate it.” I smiled my best and tried to make it feel as friendly as I wanted it to seem.

Knox’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Nice try. But lies don’t become you.”

I rolled my eyes.

Knox picked up a basketball from the shelf beside the door. Then he looked at my brother. “At least one Stevens likes me.” He held up the ball. “I’ll beat you this time.”

Sam lit up and signed, “I don’t think so.” They headed for the hoops, and Sam stopped to ask Violet to join them. She blushed and touched his arm, then walked away with the two of them.

Right now, laughing with my brother and Bryce’s sister, Knox seemed nice. But I saw through him like a flickering holo.

Bryce was staring at me, half frowning.

I playfully punched his arm. “Frowns don’t become you.”

“You two are my best friends, can’t you—”

“No.” I interrupted. “I can’t just pretend to like him. But it doesn’t change how I feel about you.”

“Right.” He headed into the gym. “But you were reckless today.”

Air painfully left my lungs. “I’m sorry. I had no idea. And I still don’t.”

“What do you mean?”

“What’s so bad about telling your friend things about—”

He held up his hand to stop me. “You ask questions about things someone who was never on our side of the Dome would think to ask. You understand?”

“But who would care? I’m going to follow in my dad’s footsteps and take over his plan someday and push Project Integration. I need answers, and I can’t get them from him. I thought we were friends.”

“We are. Please believe me when I say that’s why I can’t share anything with you.”

“That doesn’t make sense.”

“Humor me.”

I sighed. “Fine.” I leaned my head against the wall and gazed up at the ceiling. Something glinted in the sunlight. Wait. I squinted, trying to get a better look. What was that? A camera? It had clearly been reflective, like one of those cam-drones. But now I couldn’t see it anywhere. Was Violet right? Were these people truly being monitored? Dad never said anything about that. I hoped no one would ever find out about my little stunt today.

I thought momentarily of Knox’s brother. But he didn’t seem the type to snitch. “So, how old are Powered when they get their permanent armbands?”

“Depends on our type of power and strength, things like that. But always by the time we turn twenty. You?”

“Same.” I looked at Bryce and his warm brown eyes. “And yours mute your powers.”

“Outside the Dome, that’s right. Inside, though, it does nothing.” His eyes met mine.

I swallowed, trying to figure out what that look meant. Maybe he was ready to stop dodging me this time. Maybe he’d answer the one question I’d regrettably shelved. I fingered the charm on the necklace I wore—a little dove-shaped hematite. Bryce had bought it for me from one of those farmers’ market shops inside his side of the Dome.

I summoned my courage. “What are your powers?”

He shook his head. “You never stop asking, do you?” Just as I again resolved to accept that he’d never tell me, he said, “I’m called an enhancer.”

I glanced at the partially covered black armband on my left arm, the blue on his. Such a small thing. But that small difference kept us separated in different worlds. “You are? What does that mean? Do all enhancers wear a blue band? Will you show me?”

“Curious Ryleigh. Has no one ever told you that curiosity killed off the cats?” He grinned, shaking his head.

“I’m not a cat.”

“The point is, they no longer exist.”

“Maybe it’s because they didn’t ask enough questions.” I tried to make my smile as charming as one of Bryce’s, but likely failed. “What do you enhance?”

He was quiet for a deep breath, but then he smirked. “Lots of things. Look up.”

I did. My eyes searched for that drone, but I didn’t see it. Strong fingers wrapped around my wrist, and something warm shot through me. Bryce’s power. Suddenly, I could see the entire ceiling in detail, as though I were hanging a few feet from it. I found the drone easily. It was a camera. As soon as I wished to look closer, I could read the serial number on the base, see the reflection in the lens. It was like my vision had zoomed in, as if I were using a pair of binocs. I gasped and Bryce released his hold.

“Are you all right? I’ve never used my powers on a Normal. I didn’t think it might—”

“I’m fine.” I grabbed his shirtsleeve and lowered my voice. “Are you okay?” I knew they monitored power usage on this side of the Dome, but . . . “Is it the same on your side?”

He met my gaze and scrunched up half his face. “Worse.”

I gasped. “Is there anything they aren’t monitoring?” I hoped he knew what I was really asking: Would they find out I’d gone to their house? I should have known. “This isn’t fair. And I feel terrible if I put you in danger today.”

“People with superpowers did destroy a lot in the wars. I understand that the Domes were created as a means to keep everyone safe—including us. But . . .”

“There has to be a better way,” I finished.

He searched my face, as if he wished he had Violet’s power to read my thoughts. “You would have them set us free?”

“My father’s program would have you all able to live outside of the Dome. Free. Normal. And no one would have to fear you, because your powers would be muted. Safe. Isn’t that what you want? To be free.”

“I want to be free more than anything.”

Why did he look so sad?

From nowhere, a tremor rocked through me. Not just me. The ground beneath my feet shook. I looked down as light flashed.

Heat enveloped me, suffocating.

And a huge blast exploded into the room, tearing me from the ground. My body lifted and then slammed into the floor in a wave of heat. Everything was so hot. And loud. I slowly stood, trying to shake the dizziness.

What was happening? I turned toward the warmth. Fire, red, orange, and yellow tinged with black, bulged out of the side of the Dome. In slow motion, it spread out like an expanding balloon, heading closer to us. I screamed.

Sam.

Where was Sam?

The ball of fire toppled the basketball hoop. The impact shook me off-balance.

I scrambled back to my feet. Flames ate away at the gaping hole in the wall. Black dust, black smoke, black air all choked me, clouded my vision. I screamed my brother’s name, racing unsteadily toward where he’d been, but another oncoming roar drowned out everything.

No.

Suddenly, body weight crashed into me, pushing me to the ground. Covered me while the world around me shattered again.

How many explosions would we have to endure?

One sentence cut through everything and reached my ears: a familiar voice repeating, “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

Heat enveloped me, and smoke poured over my body as another boom shook the floor. Pain seared my arm. Tears blurred my vision.

Then I saw my brother’s bloodied body on the ground, motionless.


03


< FIVE YEARS LATER >

“Bet you didn’t see this coming.” I stared at the perp’s golden-and-purple hair over the barrel of my laser gun. A rush of adrenaline pumped through me—my fuel. “Hands up and drop the bag, Marissa.”

Her arms rose to the sides of her head, and she slowly turned toward me. “Ryleigh?” Her sarcastic smirk tugged my anger. “I didn’t expect you to be the one to find me. Your father must be so proud that you’re joining the police force.” Marissa’s teasing tone was not going to rattle me.

My eyes flicked toward the comm-link on my forearm, and I noted the positions of the rest of my team. Brooklyn covered my back, hunkered behind the metal half-wall that led toward the vault. Laney’s heat signature was ahead, the direction Marissa intended to go.

Marissa’s gold eyes locked onto me. “How did you know it was me?”

I let my satisfied smile spread. They always underestimated me. Hacking into the bank code and seeing the digital trail was all I needed. Hers was like a fingerprint. No way I’d tell her.

Her left pupil dilated and contracted. I averted my eyes, focusing on her torso, where I’d see the slightest sign of any movement if she planned anything. According to her file, her powers only worked if she could make eye contact.

“No mind reading for you.” I pulled blocker glasses out of my pouch and kicked
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PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives, however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting, or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify, redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components, in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled, redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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