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      “The train is now approaching Central Station. Disembark here for W. P. Headquarters and for access to the Department of Interzonal Affairs.”

      I glance out the window. The darkness of the tunnel disappears in an instant, and before I can blink, the train is back above ground. The towering buildings of the capital rush past in a blur, blending into one confused mass of gray. Nothing stands out.

      Everything is the same.

      Grabbing my bag, I rise from my seat. The movement of the train is smooth and steady, but my fingers grip the nearest pole out of habit. Usually, I do this just to have something to keep my hands busy, so I don’t accidentally fidget. This time, I do it to support my legs, which are in danger of giving out beneath me at any moment.

      Taking slow steps, I make my way toward the door. A small group of passengers has already gathered in front of it, their faces blank and postures stiff, ready to start another monotonous day.

      Sweat beads along my hairline and under my armpits as warm bodies close in on all sides, keeping their distance so as not to touch me but close enough I can feel the heat of someone’s breath against the back of my neck, each pant keeping in time with my heartbeat. I should be used to this after thirteen years of education and countless weeks of preparation exams. By now, I’m no stranger to the crowds of Zone 1.

      But today is different, and relief courses through me when the train decelerates and the doors spring open, flooding the car with a welcome swell of fresh air. An automated voice bellows over the loudspeaker, telling passengers to watch their step while disembarking. Other than that warning, the train and platform are silent. No one says anything. No one forces their way forward to get out of the car any quicker. Everyone is patient. Everyone waits their turn, just like always.

      Including me.

      Claustrophobia claws at my chest as I murmur the same words I repeat to myself every day. The same words I’ve been rehearsing on a loop since I was five years old. “Don’t stand out. Blend in. Remain invisible.”

      Those are the rules I live by—that everyone lives by.

      Those are the rules that ensure we all survive.

      When I descend from the train, I’m immediately swallowed whole by an overpowering rush of noise. Footsteps intermingle with the jumbled beeps of turnstiles, combining in a cloud of sound, which echoes like thunder through the station lobby. Keeping my head down, I follow the silent herd shifting toward the station exit, each step nothing more than a sluggish crawl forward.

      As I join the procession forming by the glass barriers up ahead, my fingers grope my coat, fumbling in the deep pockets for my government-issued rail card. Once I reach the front of the line, I scan my card across the machine just like I have every other day for as long as I can remember. Just like everyone else before me.

      Another beep.

      My feet carry me forward when the turnstile opens.

      The warm glow of daylight reaches down to meet me as I trudge up the concrete staircase leading out into my birthplace, a massive walled-in city known as the Heart. Despite the cloudless day and hot sun overhead, the biting cold of autumn stings my cheeks.

      A shiver races through me as I stand to one side of the exit to get my bearings and gather my nerves, my eyes flicking upwards to observe the detachment in each of the empty faces around me.

      No one who passes says anything to me. No one asks how I am. No one looks at each other. Everyone minds their own business, just as they’re supposed to. Just as I’m supposed to.

      Bile rises in my throat, but I urge it back down.

      “Don’t stand out. Blend in. Remain invisible,” I whisper under my breath.

      Inhaling, I peer down at the silver watch on my wrist, and a mumbled curse escapes my lips when the numbers ignite across the mirrored face, telling me I’m running short on time. I can’t afford to be late.

      Not today.

      Crossing my arms, I glance to the east in the general direction of my destination, careful to avoid eye contact with anyone passing. My skin tingles as if it’s on fire, and my stomach twists into an uncomfortable, tight ball at the thought of what this day represents.

      Ignoring the itch of anxiety crawling over my skin, I fall into formation with the crowd on the sidewalk.

      The building I’m looking for isn’t far—a few minutes’ walk from the station at most. But with every step, the pounding of my heart grows more violent and my lungs tighten until I’m practically wheezing. I swallow, desperate to cast off the dread gripping me, but the sensation only continues to worsen.

      Mere moments feel like hours before my feet skid to a stop. The carved stone of the familiar sign seems to sprout up from the ground like a petrified tree, looming over the spot where I stand with the same threat as the sky-scraping building behind it.

      W. P. Headquarters. The workforce placement educational facilities where the rest of my future will be decided after the events of today. I suppose you could say this building is the foundation and epicenter of our society. Every person in this city—regardless of who they are—will intimately know this place. From our early days of education up until our eighteenth birthday, at which time a single exam at this very establishment determines the rest of our lives. Pass and move on to your designated career. Fail and receive a one-year sentence in Detention as punishment for lacking discipline, followed by a lifetime of the worst jobs imaginable—and not only in terms of pay.

      I inhale around the rising lump in my throat.

      You can do this. You’ve studied. You know what you’re doing. With those reassuring words bouncing around in my skull, I breathe out and step forward through the revolving glass doors.

      The interior of W. P. Headquarters is dreary and lifeless, just like everything else in the Heart. The furnishings are all gray, made of metal and glass, and security cameras mark every corner and wall. At least a dozen people stand in front of me, waiting in a line in the vestibule to gain entry to the building.

      More beeps. More turnstiles.

      As the minutes pass, a prickle of nerves forms an ache in my legs, coaxing me up onto the balls of my feet then back down onto my heels again. I know I shouldn’t move around. Fidgeting is dangerous. Fidgeting makes me noticeable. And yet, every attempt to stay still is met with opposition from the very atoms making up the composition of my body, as if I can no longer control what it’s doing.

      To distract myself from my building unease, I bite the inside of my cheek and focus my narrowed gaze on a television embedded in a wall to my left. On the screen is footage showing the aftermath of a recent fire or bombing. I’m not sure which. I hadn’t heard about an attack, which means it must’ve only just happened today. Some people are screaming. Others are covered in blood. Several corpses litter the ground.

      I strain my ears to hear what the broadcaster is saying but try not to seem too interested. Curiosity is also dangerous and a sure-fire way to draw unwanted attention.

      
        
        “Thirty-two are reported dead in the devastating attack that occurred an hour ago on a hydroponic factory in Zone 4. Although investigators currently have no leads as to the motive behind the attack, it is believed to be the work of the insurgent group, PHOENIX. Anyone with information regarding the organization’s whereabouts is urged to come forward and report to their local Enforcer unit. Any citizen found to be withholding information or aiding the terrorists will henceforth be branded an enemy of the State”—the newscaster pauses for dramatic effect—“and executed.”

      

      

      A shiver ripples through me at the words “enemy of the State.” That’s what the government brands anyone who doesn’t follow their rules. All it takes is a single mistake and boom, one-way trip to Termination.

      A heavy weight returns to the pit of my stomach as I force myself to look away from the screen. From this point on, I keep my gaze fixed ahead of me.

      After another ten minutes of waiting, the turnstile offering access to the building is finally within my reach. The only thing standing between us is a squat middle-aged woman sitting behind a sleek black counter, who signals with a crooked finger for me to step forward.

      “Name?” she asks.

      I balk under the intensity of her steely gaze, my voice choking out the words, “Wynter Reeves.”

      “Identification chip,” she grumbles, holding up a handheld device.

      I extend my left arm without hesitation, keeping as still as humanly possible as the gatekeeper moves the scanner over my wrist. A light at the top of the machine turns green. She then grabs my pointer finger and presses it against an upraised metal square on the counter where a needle juts out and pricks me for blood. I don’t even have time to wince before a numbing agent steals away the pain.

      “You’re all clear,” the woman grunts, looking around me and signaling to the next person in line.

      The gate in front of me opens with a swish, the glass barriers sliding apart in welcome. My stomach turns as I press into the main lobby. The room is empty aside from the balding receptionist, who sits behind a marble counter stretching the full length of the two-story high wall. His head is down, his unblinking gaze glued to the computer in front of him.

      “Name and purpose of visit?” he asks before I’ve even reached the counter.

      “Wynter Reeves,” I answer in a timid voice. “I’m here to take my placement exam.”

      His eyes dart to mine, and he holds out his hand.

      “Identification chip.”

      Walking forward, I once again stretch out my arm, biting my tongue as the man repeats the process I just went through. My lungs hold in my breath the whole time as I wait for that little light to turn green. I only exhale when the machine beeps its approval.

      I’m not new to any of this, and yet, my nerves are shredding my insides as if I’m five years old all over again and this is my very first time in this building. It probably only feels that way because so much is hanging on my exam.

      If I screw this up, my life is over.

      Silence is my companion as the man confirms my information on his computer—another check to ensure that I am who I say I am. Once he’s satisfied with what he sees in the database, he hands me a laminated badge with my name and the word ‘Examinee’ typed in bold underneath it.

      “The examination is on Floor 5. Reception up there will check you in.”

      I cast a nervous glance over my shoulder, following the man’s outstretched wrinkled hand to the elevators at the far right side of the lobby as if I haven’t used them a thousand times before. With a mumble of thanks, I turn from the counter, grateful no one else is around to notice how badly my legs and hands are shaking.

      You have to calm down, I tell myself, running through the mental pep talk I’ve been practicing in front of the mirror at home every day the last week.

      Dragging in a faltering breath through my nose, I head for the nearest elevator and swipe a finger across the silver call button. A glowing blue number appears above the steel doors, counting down to my location on the ground floor. The seconds tick by slowly, and while I wait, I use the time to fix the Examinee badge to the front of my shirt. My frazzled nerves make my fingers clumsy, and the badge nearly slips from my grasp several times. After four failed attempts, I manage to clip the pin shut.

      I’m only on my own for about thirty seconds before several other students gather around the elevators. I recognize a few from my classes, and based on the Examinee badges clipped to their shirts, we’re all convening for the same reason. Still, despite our mutual purpose for being here, no one says anything to each other. No words of greeting. No whispers of encouragement. Despite sharing this monumental milestone in our lives, every one of us is alone.

      The elevator arrives with a ding, shaking me free from my morose thoughts. Since I was the first to arrive, I enter in front of the others, shrinking into the corner beside the control panel where I timidly press the call button for the fifth floor. The last person to step onto the elevator is an older man with deep brown skin and close-cropped black hair, who swipes a finger across the button for the fourth floor. As he positions himself in front of the closing doors, it occurs to me that I recognize him, although I can’t work out where from.

      After a moment, the elevator ascends, and my eyes drift to each separate floor number as they take turns lighting up above the stainless steel doors, the bright cobalt glow illuminating our metal surroundings. The only other movement comes from the red light blinking like an eye above the dark lens on the security camera in the corner to my right. Although I try to ignore it, I can’t escape the feeling that the camera is watching me.

      That the people behind it are watching me.

      My heart jumps into my throat when the elevator pings and the doors slide open for the fourth floor. The older man who entered behind everyone else steps off without a backward glance, clearly in a hurry to get somewhere. I watch him storm away, once again wondering where it is I’ve seen him before.

      When the doors close behind him, I risk another glance at the camera, the scrutiny of its gaze stronger than ever. Swallowing, I wipe a bead of sweat from my forehead.

      A moment later, the doors open to the fifth floor. As I was the first one in, I’m the last one out, but I don’t mind the wait. Those extra few seconds give me time to compose myself.

      I take a much-needed moment alone then step out of the elevator into a busy reception area. I’ve never been on this floor—all my classes were always on the tenth level or higher—although, it looks just like any other part of the building: clinical and cold. Pressing my arms to my sides to keep them from trembling, I join the line forming in front of the counter at the opposite end of the room. Upon reaching the front, I find myself standing before a pretty short-haired woman who looks to be only a few years older than me.

      “Name?” she asks.

      “Wynter Reeves,” I answer for what seems like the hundredth time today.

      She holds out a delicate hand. “Identification chip.”

      Once again, I offer my arm and stand still as my wrist is scanned for the chip underneath my skin. The woman smiles when the light on the machine switches from red to green.

      “The examination will be in Room Three,” she says. “Follow this hall and you’ll find it on your left.”

      With a nod, I turn away from the counter and continue down the corridor to my right. Room Three is situated at the end of the hallway. Five other students are lined up outside the door, waiting to pass through the final checkpoint and gain admittance into the exam room. Just like everyone before me, I wave my wrist across the screen affixed to the wall beside the door. Another beep. Another green light. Unlike the others, at this checkpoint, when the machine scans my chip, the screen lights up with a diagram of the exam room and indicates which desk I’ve been allocated. I study it for a moment then step through the doorway.

      My heart hammers against my ribcage as I plop down into my designated seat and hang my coat and bag on the back of the hard metal chair. One by one, the seats around me fill up as the other Examinees file into the space, but, despite the number of students present, the room is eerily quiet. The silence only makes me more unsettled.

      My lips twitch.

      It’s going to be okay.

      Chewing on the inside of my lower lip, I glance down to assess my desktop. The computerized screen is deactivated, and in the top left corner, a red light burns under the glass, flickering in and out like a flame. Swallowing, I hold my wrist out over the sensor, spurring the computer to life. White floods my field of vision apart from where my name is emblazoned in large black letters across the top of the screen.

      
        
        WYNTER A. REEVES

      

      

      Today’s date appears underneath it: October 14th, 2061. A longer number is printed just below that, which reads 73956241. I’d know that number anywhere. Hell, I know it as well as I know my own name. It’s my identification number. The number I was assigned at birth to designate my place in the State. In many ways, that number is all I am.

      Other than that, the screen is blank.

      A low buzzing draws my attention to the front of the room where a projector flashes a blue-tinted image across the full length of the bare wall. A stern-looking man manifests before us like an apparition, announcing himself to be the CEO of W. P. Headquarters.

      As my eyes trail over his features, I see the older man in the elevator whose face I recognized but struggled to place.

      Until now.

      I knew he looked familiar.

      The way he stares out across the room is unnerving, his expression cold and unwelcome, as if taking the time to speak to us is cutting into a thousand other things he’d rather be doing right now. His gruff, authoritative voice booms around me, sending a chill of fear down my spine.

      “The examination will begin momentarily. You will be given three hours to complete it. Anyone who finishes before this time may press the call button to submit their exam. Once you have submitted your exam, no revisions will be allowed. Good luck.” With those concluding words, the projector shuts off.

      A breath catches in my lungs when the door to the room snaps closed, locking with a deafening click.

      There’s no turning back now. You can do this, I remind myself, although I don’t quite believe it.

      An automated female voice screeches overhead, echoing through the space and setting every hair on my body on end. “The exam will now commence. You may begin.”

      As silence returns, the screen below me flashes black and then white again, revealing the first part of the exam. My fingers wrap around the electronic stylus attached to the side of the desk, gently raising the pen from its holder, and with a quivering breath, I dive into the series of questions which will singlehandedly determine my future.

      The automated voice returns every fifteen minutes to tell us the clock is ticking.

      “Two hours, forty-five minutes remaining.”

      “Two hours, thirty minutes remaining.”

      “Two hours, fifteen minutes remaining.”

      The squawking reminders are grating, but I force myself to shut them out and concentrate only on the exam. For the most part, the answers come easily to me, although, there’s the occasional question that seems out of place, as if it doesn’t belong. Are these continuity errors, or are the test makers trying to throw me off—to confirm whether I belong in my projected sector or if I should be sacrificed to the lowest depths of society?

      “Two hours remaining,” that annoying voice nags.

      Sweat trickles down the sides of my face, and my stomach churns, threatening to bring up my breakfast. I try to swallow—to push down the sudden bout of nausea—but my throat is dry and my tongue is brittle, like old sandpaper, making it impossible. When I blink, my eyes lose focus until my surroundings are an indistinct spinning blur.

      I shake my head to clear it, squinting hard at the screen, but the jerking movement only makes my vertigo worse.

      “One hour, forty-five minutes remaining.”

      My lungs tighten as if to suffocate me, but I push through my discomfort, nudging my face a few inches closer to the screen, desperate to complete my exam.

      Terrified of what will happen if I don’t.

      My gaze skims over the next hazy question, but only one part of the sentence is clear.

      “…end…”

      As I repeat that single word in my head, spasms erupt across my body and a strange pressure pushes at me from the inside, as if my organs are about to burst out of my skin. Control eludes me as I writhe in my seat, and I know without having to look that the other Examinees in the room are all staring at me.

      I wish they wouldn’t.

      I wish this would stop.

      I want to continue the test.

      I don’t want to fail.

      I don’t want them to see me.

      I don’t want to stand out.

      A cry escapes my lips and echoes in my ears, ringing in my skull like a bell. Pain floods my head, and a tremor rolls over my hand, weakening my already limp hold on the stylus.

      The world and all sound seem to move in slow motion as the pen slips from my fingers and clatters onto the tiled floor at my feet, the impact acting like a trigger as everything around me abruptly goes black.
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      When I open my eyes, the exam room is gone.

      I turn around in my seat. The pain that consumed me before has diminished, but it’s replaced by fear, confusion, and disbelief, which all attack me at once, overpowering the part of my brain that might actually be able to comprehend what’s happening.

      Is this a dream? A hallucination?

      My legs quake as I push to my feet, my fingers clutching at the chair to hold me to the one real thing in this delusion. The air is thick with dust, but through the impairing fog, I recognize my surroundings. I glimpse the familiar sight of the Heart in the details crumbling around me. But there are no people crowding the streets. No lights. No sign of life at all. There’s only me, standing here all alone, as the world I once knew succumbs to destruction.

      Panic boils beneath my skin, squeezing my lungs in a vise grip. My eyes close on instinct, but some unseen power wrenches them open again, forcing me to watch every second of this nightmare. To see what I can only assume must be the end of the world.

      In the blink of an eye, the destruction explodes in a torrent of flame, devouring everything. A blinding flash burns across my vision, but when it clears, the desolate landscape is nowhere to be seen.

      Did I just imagine that?

      Sweat suctions the thin fabric of my clothes to my body, and I wince away from the horrible screaming that it takes me a moment to realize is coming from me. I clamp my mouth shut to silence my building distress and tighten my grasp on the chair. Wisps of darkness dance in front of my eyes, and as they fade, I’m both relieved and terrified to find myself back in the exam room.

      My chest constricts as I glance around at the other Examinees, every last one wearing the same wide-eyed expression. Despite the silence, I know what they’re thinking. Those words from the news broadcast earlier vibrate through my head like the pitchy whine of a bad frequency.

      Enemy of the State, their faces all say to me.

      A sharp metallic stench fills my nose, and I stumble backward, suddenly light-headed and nauseous. I touch a shaking hand to my nostrils and pull it away, a strained whimper escaping my lips when I register the blood coating my fingers. Only one coherent thought rises from the depths of my panic.

      Something’s wrong with me.

      My head snaps up at the click clack of footsteps, my attention narrowing on the moderator entering from the door in the back corner intended for staff. The harsh look she gives me slices through my terror.

      I can’t stay here. This realization slams into me, knocking the air from my lungs, and without another thought, I lunge forward and smack my hand against the button on my desk, submitting my unfinished exam. I don’t have a plan, and I definitely haven’t considered the consequences of what I’m doing. All I know is I need to get out of this building.

      Grabbing my bag and coat off the back of my chair, I sprint for the exit, waving my wrist in front of the sensor controlling the lock for the door, which scans to check if I’ve turned in my exam. The response is immediate as the light turns green and the door springs open, granting me my much-needed freedom.

      The lock bolts back into place behind me, separating me from the other students still in the exam room. Good. Fewer people to follow me, not that any of them would ever dare to get involved.

      As I race down the hallway, I feel the ghostly weight of the other Examinees’ stares on my skin, burnt into my back like an unwanted tattoo. I try to shake off the memory of the look they all gave me, but I find it again in every passing expression along my route to escape. Confused glances follow me in my panic.

      I rush into the reception area for the fifth floor and come to a grinding halt in front of the elevator, keeping my eyes tilted downward. A stinging pain radiates across my palm as I slap it repeatedly against the call button. Why are elevators never on the floor where you need them?

      “Excuse me, miss!” the woman with short hair calls after me.

      The elevator arrives in the nick of time, and I bound inside to escape her just as she steps out from behind the counter. Letting out a breath, I slump against the back wall, taking in the mirrored surface of the steel doors, where my distorted reflection stares at me as if to ask me what the hell I’m doing. I shake my head, mortified by my appearance. My skin is ashen and glistens with sweat. My hair is plastered to my forehead and cheeks. My eyes are so bloodshot, the whites of them are barely even visible. Red smears stain the bottom half of my face.

      I pull on my coat and press the cream-colored sleeve against my nose to staunch the bleeding. My gaze darts back up to my disfigured reflection and hangs there as my descent continues.

      The seconds seem to drag as I consider what grim fate awaits me the moment these doors open again. I don’t know what to expect. I wasn’t even thinking when I ran out of the exam room. I should’ve composed myself and finished what I came here to do. Second chances aren’t given in our society, and it’s very likely, if not guaranteed, that my behavior before will come back to haunt me. Second chances don’t exist.

      This won’t be forgiven.

      The number signaling for the ground floor glows blue as the elevator slows to a stop and the doors slide open, offering me up to my fate like a sacrificial lamb to the slaughter. To my surprise, no one is waiting to apprehend me. The lobby is empty except for the balding receptionist, who doesn’t spare me a glance. The exam moderator and short-haired woman upstairs must not have reported me. Yet.

      The vestibule beyond the lobby beckons me onward, but I falter, unsure if I should go any farther. Maybe, if I turn myself in now, the State will be lenient and let me off with a warning. Maybe it will show me mercy.

      A choked laugh rises up in my throat.

      No, I tell myself. It won’t.

      Because the State doesn’t know what mercy is.

      Gritting my teeth, I focus on the one thing standing between me and the way out, and with one more backward glance at the man, I race toward the turnstiles up ahead. All I have to do is prick my finger so the computer can verify my identity.

      A little blood, that’s it, and then I can leave.

      I press my finger to the small silver pad, offering the turnstile payment in blood and silently thanking whoever it was who thought to leave the exit turnstiles in this building unmanned. I don’t even wait for the numbing agent, pressing onward the instant the partition slides open. A burning sensation radiates across my skin, my finger throbbing in protest, but I’m too set on getting out of here to care about pain.

      I press on through the revolving glass doors into the welcoming chill of autumn. The breeze cools my flushing skin, but I’m too preoccupied with my fear to be able to enjoy the relief.

      The people walking past me on the sidewalk all keep a wide berth, eyeing me uncertainly. I might as well have a sign over my head with the word ‘danger’ written across it in large red letters. Their reactions don’t surprise me. Every last person in the Heart lives in fear, and I’ve given them cause to be afraid and wary of my erratic behavior.

      As far as they’re concerned, I’m a lost cause.

      I pull up my coat collar and press my face deeper into my sleeve, shrinking into myself. My nose doesn’t seem to be bleeding anymore, but I’m too scared to pull away the fabric in case someone recognizes me.

      Better to keep my identity obscured.

      I retrace my steps to Central Station, keeping my eyes on the ground as I try to walk at a normal pace and not run. My pulse quickens when I fumble, nearly dropping my rail card, and crash into a woman standing to my left. Muttering a half-hearted apology, I thrust myself through the nearest available turnstile.

      I make it to the platform just as the next train arrives. Rushing on board, I head for a seat in the back, sinking against the wall of the car. I don’t dare move a muscle the whole ride home.

      In the twenty minutes the journey takes, my thoughts spiral out of control, bringing me to the brink of hysteria.

      Stop running, my head tells me. Turn around. Turn yourself in now before it’s too late.

      My fear is strong, but my will to survive in this moment is stronger. When the train reaches my stop, I jump out of my seat, and for the first time in my life, I don’t politely wait my turn to disembark. My hands wedge between the bodies in front of me, pushing forward through the crowd like small battering rams. Disgruntled complaints reverberate in my ears, but I ignore them, leaping onto the platform, and race through the station without looking back.

      Once free of the confines of underground travel, I encounter fewer people. Witnesses, my brain has the nerve to remind me. At this time of day, the roads are mostly empty as everyone is at work or on the train, heading for one appointment or another. Regardless, I keep my head down as I walk and slow my pace to avoid further unwanted attention.

      When I reach my street a few minutes later, I choke out a laugh at the welcome sight of my family’s designated living quarters two blocks down. I’m almost there.

      Sanctuary is almost in reach.

      Our home is one in a row of terraced houses. Out of the seven zones in the Heart, we’re fortunate enough to live in Zone 2. Zone 1 is reserved for high-ranking officials and other citizens of importance, and Zones 2 through 7 house everyone else. Residences are all allocated based on job placement, status, and wealth—the closer you live to the center of the city, the better off you are. When I was younger, we lived on the border to Zone 1, but our quarters were downsized a number of years ago due to the shrinking size of my family. I don’t have any siblings and my father…well, he’s not around anymore. For the last eleven years, it’s just been Mother and me.

      I run up the steps, skipping two at a time, and sweep my wrist across the security panel positioned above the handle on the door. The lock clicks open as soon as the scanner registers my chip, acknowledging me as a resident of this household.

      Throwing a nervous glance over my shoulder, I race inside and slam the door shut behind me. My heart jackhammers in my chest, and I close my eyes, leaning back against the wall. Strangled breaths weave in and out of my lips.

      It’s strange. I know I’m in trouble—or if I’m not already, I will be soon. Really soon. Yet, now that I’m home, the events of today seem more like a bad dream than reality. Right now, in the refuge of my house, I can almost forget them and pretend that I’m safe.

      Once my heart rate and breathing have returned to normal, I push away from the wall and head for the stairs. Mother won’t be home for several hours yet, so I have some time to think of a lie to explain what happened with my exam. Assuming I’m not dragged away to Detention before then—

      My feet pause beneath me at the muffled sound of voices coming from the other end of the hallway.

      No one is supposed to be home.

      “Mother?” I squeak, the word catching in my throat.

      My footsteps echo off the white tiled floor as I shift away from the stairs and continue toward the reception room. Despite the sudden silence, I get the sense I’m not the only one here. The faint glimmer of light at the end of the corridor only confirms my suspicions. At this time of day, all the lights should be off.

      “Mother?” I call again, my tone strained.

      “I’m in the reception room,” she answers.

      Terror rushes through me as a thousand thoughts fly through my head. Why is she home? She shouldn’t be home. Does she know? What is she going to do?

      I scramble toward the sliding interior door, which is slightly ajar, first having the sense to take a look at myself in the mirror hanging on the wall at the end of the hallway. My coat absorbed most of the blood from my nose, but I still look ghostly pale.

      Sick even.

      Something’s wrong with me, I think for the second time today. The realization twists my gut.

      I scrub my sleeve across my face to erase the dried remnants of blood flaking on my pasty skin, hoping Mother won’t notice how bedraggled I am. I then shrug off the coat and stroll into the room where she waits for me to break the news of my exam, keeping my expression neutral, as if today has been just another ordinary day.

      The moment I cross the threshold, it becomes clear at once that my facade won’t fool my mother. She glares at me from her seat on the sofa, flanked by two soldiers holding guns.

      Enforcers. The thought is like a knife to my chest.

      I would like to say I’m shocked by how quickly they’ve acted, but the State’s policing units are always efficient, handling anyone who might pose a threat. But am I a threat? I had a panic attack, that’s all. Sure, I didn’t finish my exam, but is that such a big deal? Does what I did really warrant this kind of reaction?

      The Enforcers rise to their feet, moving toward me in suits of black armor, their faces masked by opaque helmets, shielding their eyes. My mother stands alongside them, and when she meets my gaze, it’s as if she’s a different person than the woman I’ve known these past eighteen years. The distance in her face sets me on edge. The way she looks at me…

      I’ve only ever seen that expression once before.

      “There’s nowhere to go, Wynter,” she murmurs. “Submit.”

      My eyes spring wide, and the fear hits me all over again, shattering my brief illusion of safety. Submit? To what? My mind races with the possibilities, each one more dreadful than the last. Chances are I’ll be sent to Detention for immediate Re-education. That’s what the State always does to anyone who fails their exam. Not that I’ve ever seen or met anyone who’s been re-integrated into society after that. Not that I would. The dregs stick to Zone 7.

      I open my mouth to say something to plead my case, but my voice catches on a grunt when I take a defensive step away from the soldiers, my back slamming into something solid behind me.

      Whipping around, I stare up into the expressionless face of a third man blocking my only escape. The white laboratory coat he’s wearing confuses me. He isn’t clothed in the Enforcers’ regulation uniform, so who is he? And why is he here?

      I barely have time to consider these questions before he plunges a needle into the side of my neck. My surroundings blur as the room goes hazy, and suddenly, my body is unbearably heavy, as if gravity is trying to crush me down to the ground. With what strength I can manage, I reach out to my mother.

      Help me, I beg, but the words don’t pass my lips.

      My knees buckle beneath me, and as my eyes flutter closed, her voice floods my ears, unfeeling and cold.

      “Do what you must,” is the last thing I hear.
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      A groan breaks through my lips as my eyes struggle to open. The light beyond my lids is like a sun searing into my vision, and I wince, my body lurching back as if I’ve been burned by a flame. I try, time and again, to see past the glare, but my vision is bleary. All I can make out is white.

      The plodding of shoes against tile pounds through my head like beats on a drum, dull and distant, as if I’m hearing every step from under water. Mumbling voices join the low tread of footsteps, making me aware of several people around me. But I don’t know who they are. I don’t know why I’m here.

      I don’t know where I am.

      I try to make sense of the last thing I remember. In my mind, I see my mother again, accompanied by the two Enforcers as well as that third unknown man. I can also recall the pinch of a needle in my neck, but anything that occurred after that moment is lost to the black hole of unconsciousness. And now, I’m here.

      Wherever here is.

      Only one lucid train of thought takes hold in my brain. Am I in Detention? Is this my Re-education?

      Over the next few moments, the grogginess in my head eases, bringing the room into focus. Grunting, I try to push up into a sitting position, but when I move, something solid constricts my body, pinning me flat to the surface beneath me.

      I raise my head just enough to peer down at my chest, and it’s only when I glimpse the steel band restraints across my legs and torso that I’m able to feel them. Panic washes over me as I fight to get free, thrashing and screaming until my voice is hoarse and I lack the energy to keep struggling. Ragged breaths scorch my lungs as my body goes limp.

      I press my eyes shut for a minute then open them, risking a glance back down at my legs. I’ve been stripped of everything I was wearing before, right down to my watch. A skimpy white hospital gown has replaced my exam-approved clothes, and I’m strapped to a metal table in the middle of a bright room I don’t recognize. A heart monitor beeps beside my head, mimicking every racing beat of my heart, while an IV stand is positioned on my other side, leading down into tubes protruding from the crook of my right elbow and hand. The second I glimpse them, that surge of panic returns. Suddenly, I no longer care why I’m here. I don’t need to know what these people—whoever they are—intend to do to me. I just need to get out of this place.

      “The subject is awake.”

      My gaze snaps in the direction of a woman’s voice, locking on at least a dozen people standing a few feet to my right, all clothed in the same white coat the man who drugged me at my house was wearing.

      Fear creeps across my skin like an itch as I glance between the curious faces observing me. One man scribbles down notes on a computerized tablet while another scratches his chin and looks me over like I’m bacteria in a Petri dish that he’s viewing under a microscope. An older woman approaches me with a syringe clasped in her slender hand, her eyes dull and lacking even the slightest hint of concern. The others share her blank expression.

      As I take in their faces, reality hits me. Laid out on this table, I’m helpless and weak. I can’t move. I can’t run away. I can’t even find the strength to fight back when the woman pushes a needle into the vein at the crook of my elbow.

      A hiss escapes me as she takes three vials worth of my blood, the deep red filling the glass tubes to the brim. Once finished, she removes the needle and sticks a small round bandage over the puncture mark in my skin. She then turns and walks away without saying a word.

      As she crosses the room, I narrow my eyes, trying to sharpen her indistinct figure, but my head is still reeling from whatever I was injected with earlier. Through the smog clouding my head, I can make out her fingers tapping against a touchscreen keyboard embedded into the surface of a long countertop lining the white wall to my left. A hologram image projects above her head, displaying several rows of jumbled text, but my vision is too fuzzy to make out the words, my eyes swathed by dancing black cotton balls.

      The woman swipes her fingers across the keyboard again then pivots to face a steel bowl set out on the gleaming countertop beside her. Part of me believes that bowl wasn’t there before, but the drugs racing through my body are making it difficult to be sure of anything. Except the fear.

      That much I’m certain of.

      A sizzling sound floods the room as the woman pours the contents of the three vials into the bowl. Sparks of electricity jolt across the exterior, reacting to my blood, and wisps of smoke rise up from the metal, casting a slight haze over the counter.

      Satisfied, the woman peers back at the hologram image, appraising it for a moment before tapping her nails against the keyboard again. At the press of a button, a lid snaps over the bowl and the metal container spins in place.

      Each rotation is faster than the last, and as the bowl moves, a code manifests overhead—line after line of incomprehensible symbols scrawled across the glowing hologram image. I try to make sense of them, but there’s nothing there to make sense of. I might as well be looking at a foreign language.

      “Doctor,” the woman gasps. “You need to see this.”

      Terror consumes me at her incredulous tone.

      What is she seeing?

      What’s wrong with me?

      Hysteria once again overpowers my senses, and I’m consumed by the need to escape this place. But I have no energy. My mouth is too dry to swallow, my head is spinning, and the fluorescent lights overhead are making me unbearably nauseous. Bile inches up my throat. I pull against my restraints one more time, my teeth clenching together to counter the strain.

      The soft thud of footsteps draws my attention away from my struggle, and my body goes still as my eyes flick to the side, locking on the man now standing next to the woman, his hands tucked behind his waist as he examines the hologram image, his mouth set in a serious line. He’s young—no older than his mid-twenties, if that—and he’s tall, with auburn-brown hair parted neatly to one side and a clean-shaven jaw. Rectangular, thin-rimmed glasses frame perceptive gray eyes.

      The woman leans toward him as he studies the hologram, her voice just loud enough for me to hear over the hum of the spinning bowl. “Her blood type,” she whispers, her husky tone dripping with awe. “It’s…changing.”

      I may not know much about science, or anything medical having to do with the human body, but I know enough to be certain that what she’s saying isn’t possible. Not without unnatural intervention, at least.

      The man straightens, adjusting his spotless white coat.

      “Fascinating,” he murmurs.

      His eyes shift to mine, and the traitorous monitor beside me betrays me with a string of rapid beeps, the high-pitched computerized echo of my racing heart revealing my fear.

      As the man approaches, his pale lips curl into a smile. “Hello, Wynter. My name is Dr. Richter. I’ll be taking care of you.”

      Taking care of me?

      “Why am I here?” I breathe, my voice raspy. “What are you going to do to me?”

      “Shh, hush now,” he croons, patting my shoulder. “I assure you, all your questions will be answered in time.” He lowers his eyes, and I follow his gaze to his hand where a syringe is laid out on his palm. It takes me a moment to realize the glass vial is empty. “But for now”—a wave of vertigo hits me as the sharp features of his face melt into a blur—“you must sleep.”

      “How…” I trail off, my tongue too heavy to speak.

      I lift my head as much as I’m able to, spotting the last of a blue liquid disappearing into my body through a thin tube in my arm. The drug acts quickly, stealing my words.

      As the drowsiness returns to pull me under again, the doctor’s smile is all I see.
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      When I come to, I’m in another room I don’t recognize. Unlike the room I woke up in before, this one is smaller and only has space for a table positioned at the base of a single bed and a toilet, shower, and sink, which are all crammed together against the wall opposite me, off to the left-hand side of the door. Everything is gray and metallic.

      Cold.

      Disoriented, and with a fair bit of effort, I push myself into a sitting position. My head is bleary and drug-addled, and my back is stiff, my muscles aching, no doubt from sleeping on the hard mattress beneath me. The springs creak when I shift my weight.

      I swing my legs over the side of the bed and plant my feet on the floor, abruptly going still. A wave of nausea grips my stomach, making me wary of moving any more for the moment in case my body decides to throw up. Lifting my eyes, I study the confined space while I wait for the queasiness to pass, noting how there aren’t any windows—just plain concrete walls boxing me in on all sides. A camera sits in the far corner to my left, hanging just below the ceiling, an ominous red light blinking on the side of the lens. Just like in the elevator at W. P. Headquarters, it’s as if I can sense the people here watching me. I can feel their penetrating gazes without even seeing their faces, especially that of the doctor I met.

      Richter, he called himself.

      A second wave of vertigo slams into me, and I fly forward, stumbling to the sink, gripping the edges to catch myself. An eternity seems to pass before the nausea subsides.

      Exhaling a shaking breath, I glance up into the mirror above the steel basin and let out a gasp. A deranged-looking girl stares back at me from the glass. Purple smudges stain the skin under her eyes, giving the appearance of bruises against the unhealthy pallor of her yellowish skin. She looks sick.

      Really sick.

      I look away, mortified by my appearance, haunted by the realization burning my thoughts like a hot iron brand searing into my flesh. The thought first occurred to me during my placement exam, and it’s been chasing me since, begging me to face the truth.

      And the truth is…something is wrong with me.

      I choke back a sob as the walls around me seem to inch closer, pressing in on all sides. As my pulse thunders in my ears, my eyes snag on the corner of the mirror, catching on the reflection of a bundle of clothes folded in a pile on the mattress behind me.

      Thankful for the distraction, I return to the bed and run my fingertips across the rough fabric. Also gray. Also cold. As my pulse evens out and my anxiety eases, I look down at the sweat-soaked gown chafing my skin and then back at the fresh clothes on the bed. Noting the difference makes me feel even filthier.

      My gaze flits to the shower with longing. Get clean. That’s all I can do at the moment. Get clean now. Worry later. But as my fingers graze the edges of the gown to remove it, I freeze, remembering the camera in the corner behind me. Just how much are the people here watching me? Are they observing everything I do?

      I peer over my shoulder at the blinking red light and push a faltering breath out through my lips. A full minute passes before I come to the disheartening conclusion that privacy likely isn’t something I’ll be granted here. Goosebumps rise across my skin at that notion.

      Pushing the thought away, I shrug out of the thin gown and immerse myself under the cascade of lukewarm water that rains down from the shower head when my shaking fingers turn the handle. My muscles tense as my fingernails move over my face, scraping away the dried blood and sweat—a reminder of what happened at W. P. Headquarters.

      Behind the hum of the running water, my fear is stronger than ever, a constant deafening scream in my head. How long has it been since I was taken? It can’t have been that long ago, can it? It scares me that I have no way of knowing for sure considering how many times I’ve been drugged by my captors. I settle on assuming it’s only been a day or two since the fiasco with my placement exam. Maybe, if I’m lucky, my stay here won’t be extended much longer.

      I bite back a laugh and shake my head at my pitiful attempt to console myself. Deep down, I know the truth. However long these people plan to hold me, it will be for a while. I won’t see the outside of these walls any time soon. Hell, if I’m in Detention, like I fear, I’m looking at a minimum sentence of a year. The thought makes my insides quiver. A year? For running out on my exam?

      It could be worse, I remind myself. They could’ve sent you to Termination.

      My fingers tremble as they grasp the handle and turn until the rush of water fades to a trickle. A white towel hangs within reach, and I grab it, wrapping the starchy fabric around my body. As I step out of the shower, I keep the towel draped around me while I change into the clean clothes provided on the bed in an effort to protect whatever modesty I have left. The pants are dark gray—almost black—and comfortably loose, although itchy against my skin. The top is a lighter gray and a few sizes too big for my body, hanging to the middle of my thighs. My feet slip easily into a pair of flat shoes I find tucked just under
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