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PROLOGUE THE VANISHING

It was the night the scales tipped decisively in the Administrator’s direction. A young couple was sitting in their unit in the half-built utopian city known as “Oasis.” The city was flush with the sounds of mechanical construction—crash, whizz, pop, smash. These sounds were normal in Oasis. The Tenants were hardly bothered by it anymore.

As they did each night, the couple sat at the dining table, writing feverishly in a small leather-bound notebook. The wife would write for a moment, then pause, cock her head to one side, and then slide the notebook across the table to her husband, who was sanding down a small wooden sword he was making for his son. He would look at the page, pause, scratch his forehead, and then pick up writing where she had left off. She left gaps in the sentences for her husband to fill in as best he could.

Pocahontas was ___ years old when she saved John Smith. She was a member of the ___ tribe. Her father was Chief ___.

The wife usually left the numbers and proper nouns blank. Her memory wasn’t what it used to be. No one’s was anymore.

“Twelve?” the husband asked himself. “No, that’s not it.” He looked at his wife. “Was Pocahontas twelve when she saved John Smith?”

The wife shrugged.

The husband pressed his pointer finger against his forehead and circled the small space between his eyebrows. He always did this when he was unsure. He hated to get even one detail wrong.

“For goodness’ sake, Adam. Just write twelve. Write something.”

“But I’m not sure she was twelve. I’m not positive.”

“Was she close to twelve?” she pressed.

He added two more fingers to his rigorous forehead circling.

Losing her patience, she blurted, “Oh, just put twelve; it’s close enough.”

He slapped his hand on the table in frustration. “It’s not close enough!”

The wife pointed sharply in the direction of their children sleeping in the bedroom, warning him to not wake them. Matching her forcefulness, he leaned across the table and whispered, “It is either right or it isn’t. It can’t be close.”

“It will be nothing if we don’t finish it,” she retorted.

“It will be nothing if it isn’t True! How do you not understand that?”

In anger, he had thrown his writing pen across the room. This behavior wasn’t like him. He was generally a mild-tempered man, but he could feel the clock ticking inside him.

The wife held his gaze for a few moments until tears welled up in her eyes, and she rose from the table to turn away from him. The baby started to cry in the bedroom. She dropped her shoulders, sighed, and went to attend to him, leaving her husband alone. He buried his face in his hands and listened to his son wail.

“It’s not twelve,” he said under his breath. But there was no way to be sure. When he had first written down this story, he had been sure. But that was at least ten drafts, multiple cycles without real food, a baby, and a war ago. The Oarsmen had secured the prior collection of drafts in a place they had thought was impenetrable, but they had been wrong. Like every draft prior, the last collection had also disappeared. By the time the Oarsmen realized they had been compromised, their hiding place was already destroyed. Every time the Oarsmen sat down to write, the stakes were higher and higher, but at the same time, they were all remembering less and less. Less of everything that once was before the war, before the peace made in exchange for freedom. Before their collective mind was wiped clean.

The husband was the sharpest mind left among the Oarsmen, but he, too, was starting to forget. It was driving him mad.

He decided it was time to finish writing for the night. He rose from the table and walked toward the bedroom to apologize to his wife and calm his son. Then he heard it. The Tones. He hadn’t heard those since moving to Oasis.

“Tones? But the war is over,” he muttered.

For years, the Tones had announced the incoming rain of missiles on unsuspecting towns. It was that deafening siren that had driven the Aaronsons to Oasis, seeking a city of refuge. When the war continued around the world, it stopped in Oasis. At the time, that was all that really mattered.

He ran to the window. The city was illuminated by the dim glow of LED streetlamps. The husband caught a glimpse of his neighbor Mr. Clark, or at least the back of his head, from across the street. The man’s arms were swinging relentlessly in the direction of a large, uniformed man, who was yanking him out of his front door.

Mrs. Clark was only a few feet behind, screaming and clinging to the doorframe. Another uniformed person, this time a woman, came up behind Mrs. Clark and injected her with a luminescent teal liquid. Mrs. Clark’s whole body began to contort and seize up. She screamed in pain, causing Mr. Clark to finally throw a blow hard enough to free himself from his captor. But before he could reach his wife, she had collapsed on the ground; then he, too, was injected with that same strange teal liquid. Their unconscious bodies were hauled into the street as a warning to the others about the consequences of resistance.

The husband didn’t recognize the captors’ uniforms. They were jet-black with teal piping, as if the wearers were some kind of dystopian theme park attendants. On the lapels were three teal-embroidered circles, stacked on top of one another. He knew that emblem.

Topos.

He heard the woman from three units down from the Clarks desperately scream, “I am not an Oarsman! I am not an Oarsman!”

She wasn’t an Oarsman. But that hardly mattered now.

Four units down in the other direction, an older man was being led away without speaking, without resisting. As he caught the husband’s eyes in the window, he noticed that the man was somber—peaceful, even. For some reason, this shocked the husband more than the scene with the Clark family. He recoiled from the window.

“Julia!” he called to his wife.

She ran out of the bedroom with their baby boy in her arms. Their daughter, only nine years old, was peeking out from behind the door her mother had only half shut as she’d rushed out. The daughter couldn’t make out what her parents were saying over the sound of her brother’s cries, the blaring Tones, and the growing chorus of desperate shrieks—“I’m not an Oarsman! I’m not an Oarsman!” Her mother ran to her, panicked but resolute. The daughter still couldn’t hear her over the noise.

The screams were next door now.

“Hide them!” the husband yelled.

Without hesitation, the wife placed her hand on her daughter’s shoulder, turned her around, and shoved her into the bedroom.

The husband sprinted through the front room, removing all traces of the children and wedging the unfinished toy sword underneath the couch cushions.

With the crying baby still clinging to her chest, the wife flung open the doors of their old wardrobe, violently whipped clothes aside to make room, and yelled to her daughter, “Ember, get in!”

Still holding her boy in one arm, she grabbed her daughter by the waist and forced her into the wardrobe. She handed her the baby, saying, “Quiet him. You have to quiet him.”

The wife looked at her children tucked into the wardrobe and placed her hand over her mouth to stifle the scream rising in her throat. She was crying. Then she heard someone pound on the front door, and instantly her demeanor transformed. With tunnel vision, she sprinted to the leather-bound notebook still lying on the dining room table.

Although he knew it was no use to resist, the husband would not open the door. He stood just a few feet away, facing it with his fists clenched and his chest rising and falling with each deep breath. The door was being forced open as the wife grabbed the notebook from the table, bolted back to the bedroom, opened the wardrobe, and thrust the book upon her daughter all in one motion.

“Never lose this book,” she whispered to her.

The door of the unit burst open, and people flooded in, shouting and brandishing syringes glowing with teal liquid. There were four men and three women. Five had on the new uniforms; the remaining two were still wearing the old ones. One was viciously eyeing the small sketch of crossed oars etched over the doorway.

The wardrobe doors creaked ever so softly as the wife shut in her children and pressed an ear to the bedroom door to listen.

A man who appeared to be the leader of the group spoke. “We are charged with removing all adult Tenants in this unit. Are you alone?”

Without missing a beat, the husband responded with a definitive, “Yes.” But just at that moment, he heard an unmistakable sound in the back bedroom. So did every other person in the unit.

Perceiving that her brother was about to cry again, the daughter had begun tying a pair of her father’s work pants around her brother’s mouth. In the process her hand slipped and knocked against the wooden interior with a hollow thud. She hadn’t even noticed.

One of the officers still in his old uniform said, “Who else is in here? Come out now.”

“By order of who?” the husband demanded.

The officers stood silently.

He asked again, his fists clenched so tightly they were turning pale. “By order of who?”

After a moment of silence, the leader replied, “Topos, Inc.”

The wife pressed her hands to her stomach as if she’d been punched. The husband lowered his eyes for the first time, but only for a moment. Then he spoke sternly and plainly.

“You will take me alone.”

Through the doors of the wardrobe, the daughter heard a crashing sound.

Standing taller, now with his knuckles as white as snow, the husband again declared, “You will take me alone!”

Another crash followed by a thud. The sound was too muffled for the daughter to make out what was happening in the other room, but she did hear the door to the bedroom open.

“Don’t,” the husband warned his wife, but it was too late. The officers saw her.

The husband sighed and dropped his head. He knew what this meant. So did she.

Another crash. Another thud. Then the sound of the front door slamming.

In an impulsive act of rebellion, as the couple was dragged away from their unit, the husband began asserting facts from the past.

“We were the first nation to land a man on the moon. We became an independent nation in 1776. Our first president was George Washington, then Adams, then—”

His wife joined him. “Jefferson!”

They spoke together, overlapping each other’s sentences.

“In 1492, Columbus—”

“… endowed by our Creator—”

“… dedicated to the proposition that all men are created equal—”

One by one, every Oarsmen within earshot, all the others being taken away from their units, began to shout at the same time.

“The shot heard ’round the—”

“Give me liberty—”

“… Allied Powers—”

“September 11, 2001—”

“… and we dropped the atomic—”

“Free speech, free press, free religion, free assembly, free—”

“On the seventh day—”

“… by the content of their character—”

“The Truth will set you free!”

A wave of disjointed, rebellious, and True words flooded the streets, swelling into a kind of desperate but beautiful music and then drifting away into nothingness.

Silence.

In the stillness, the sister hurriedly untangled her brother from her father’s pant leg. He took a deep and terrified breath. He was not crying anymore.

Holding her brother, the sister slowly opened the wardrobe door and stepped out. She shuffled into the main room, cognizant of every sound her feet made as they grazed the floor. A chair had been turned over. Her father’s writing pen was on the ground. Even one of her mother’s shoes had been left behind at the threshold of the front door. Seeing the shoe, she remembered. She placed her brother on the couch, rushed back to the wardrobe, and grabbed the leather-bound book from underneath the fallen clothes.

She heard her brother scream. She rushed out and saw him recoiling from a wooden tip poking out of the cushion—his toy sword.

“Shh. Henry, you have to be quiet,” she whispered, picking him up.

She held the book against her chest with her brother pressing against it from the other side, securing it in place. She drifted back through the unit and out the front door. The street was empty and quiet. She stood there with her brother and her book for what seemed like hours until another small boy stepped out of his unit into the empty street. Then another child. And another. And another. Soon hundreds of children poured out onto the streets and waited silently for their parents to return.

But they never did.
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CHAPTER ONE CONTRABAND

(Ember)


“Ember.”

A voice was growling in the darkness, waking me up before it spoke again.

“You’re gonna get us killed.”

I heard the shuffling of blankets accompanied by a panting sound.

“Let go of the book.”

That voice.

Mrs. Grisham.

She was having that same nightmare again, the one that always ended with the sound of her head banging against the wall behind her bed. The one that always seemed to—

And there it is.

As I heard the footsteps outside the bedroom I shared with my little brother, Henry, I could tell Mrs. Grisham was shuffling down the narrow hallway to the kitchen. I wondered if she was still wearing her gaudy silver nightcap. It didn’t take long before I heard the familiar sound of a whisk scraping against a metal bowl. I could picture her now, slopping runny lab eggs into a metal pan. No salt, no oil, just eggs. It was only a matter of time until she would be “cleaning” the pan with soap and fork, cussing under her breath.

“She’s burning them again,” I mumbled to Henry, who was sleeping below me on the bottom “bunk.”

Our makeshift bunk bed was an old dining room table that I slept on top of. Like he did every morning, Henry sprang out of bed, salivating at the wafting aroma of burned lab eggs. He tucked a small wooden sword into the back of his pants, the kind he’d use to wage war against his favorite imaginary enemy: the Holdouts.

“Close the—”

Henry disappeared so fast I couldn’t finish telling him to close the curtain to our room. The shiny silver curtain had three teal circles stacked on top of one another—the Topos, Inc. logo. It was standard-issue—every caretaker who had taken in the extra children seven years ago had received one to divide their unit. Of course, calling Mrs. Grisham a “caretaker” was a bit of a stretch.

Can you really use the word “care” to describe someone who hates you?

She didn’t just hate me and my brother; Mrs. Grisham also hated “mess.” She hated risk. Compliance was her way of life. This was, of course, the only reason she had agreed to taking Henry and me in the first place. It’s not like she wanted us. Topos just gave us to her because she had the space, and because they probably knew she would do anything to stay in their good graces, even if that meant taking on, as she so lovingly called us, “two hellions.”

I reached for my book, which was tucked under the blankets with me. I had taken to sleeping with it since Mrs. Grisham started having her nightmares about it a few years ago. Like clockwork, she would wake up screaming about my book once every few cycles. On those mornings, I knew I needed it to be out of her reach.

Last night I had been reading about a boy who fought a giant using only a few rocks and a slingshot. It only took one shot for the giant to be knocked out—dead. Henry loved this story, so I’d read it to him last night before we went to sleep.

For a moment I studied my beloved book. The leather binding was worn, and there was a tear in the cover from Mrs. Grisham attempting to scratch out the tiny oars engraved on the lower-right corner; it was the only time she’d gotten her hands on the book, when Topos had delivered me to her doorstep seven years before. I had asked her what those oars were, but she’d only given me an exasperated response of, “Why should I know?” Naturally, this meant she did know, but I knew better than to ask again.

Even though there was a busy day ahead, I couldn’t help opening the book just one more time. I flipped through the pages to the story about two brothers testing their flying machine on a huge stretch of white sand. I loved this page because there was a tiny drawing of the scene scribbled into the bottom corner. I always imagined that my mom had drawn it.

I had been reading the stories in this book for as long as I could remember. I probably had them all memorized. But I still liked to read them because sometimes, if I read long enough, I started to feel like someone was reading to me—my dad, I think. Normally I had a hard time remembering his voice, but sometimes when I read my book, it would come back to me. Flipping those pages was like a magic portal to another world—a forbidden world. But lately, the voice had been fading into a hazy memory, and the portal was getting harder and harder to open.

I could hear Mrs. Grisham making her way down the hallway to the bathroom—the only bathroom in the unit. With the curtain still open, she peered in to see what I was doing. Her wiry brown hair dangled in front of her eyes.

“Reading.” She mumbled something else under her breath and yanked the curtain shut.

Oh, yeah, the “care” just oozes out of her.

I knew she couldn’t resist saying something else, and sure enough it came.

“You know you have to put that away in the daytime,” Mrs. Grisham said in the passive-aggressive and painfully unmotherly tone she normally used to address me.

“Oh, really? I’ve never been told that.”

In the list of everything Mrs. Grisham hated, did I mention she also hated sarcasm?

“One day you’ll get caught with that book, and Topos will send you to Sleep Camp. And I’ll tell you one thing: I’m not going with you.”

With that threat, she slammed the bathroom door.

I couldn’t help rolling my eyes as I leapt from the tabletop, thumping my feet to the floor and then slamming to a seat on the ground. I loved making extra noise just to drive Mrs. Grisham batty. After grabbing my green sneakers, I slapped them on the ground, shoved my feet in, and stomped multiple times for good measure. I smirked with self-satisfaction. But I knew that she was right. If I got caught with that book, they would send me to Sleep Camp.

Going over to the dining chairs I had fashioned into shelves for my clothes, I grabbed the pair of tall gray boots I never wore and reached inside the right boot. I pulled out a rusty old butter knife—contraband. All supplies that came in the morning nourishment delivery were to be picked up every evening and taken back to the Midpoint Distribution Center, but I secretly held on to this knife for a very specific reason. I scurried to the vent beside the bed and used the knife to twist the screws at the four corners. Then I slid the vent cover to the side, shimmied my upper body into the vent, and reached for a bundle of dirty rags tucked into the back-right corner—the remnants of Henry’s baby blanket.

After climbing back out of the vent, I unwrapped the bundle and found the singular clean rag in the middle. I carefully wrapped my book in the clean rag, reconstructed the bundle, then shimmied back in on my stomach to return the bundle of rags. Soon the cover was back over the vent, with the screws back in place and the contraband knife back in hiding.

Job well done.

As I left my room, I met Mrs. Grisham in the cramped hallway.

“You’re all dusty,” she said with a look of disgust. “Brush yourself off.”

“Good morning to you too.”

“Are you hungry?” she asked dutifully, still clearly peeved.

I gave her a grin I knew she detested. “I would like some burned lab eggs, please.”



Every morning the clanging sounds of never-ending construction signaled the start of a new day. As I packed my backpack for the special event later at the Pathway, the sounds of whirring and beeping machinery ricocheted through the tiny unit. It was year thirteen of the “three-year construction” of Oasis, the City of the Future. It had grown easy to ignore the noise, and even easier to ignore any hope that this construction would ever be finished. I could barely remember a life without it.

Normally I would’ve been staying inside that day, since Tenants remained in their units on Day Five, but I had something important to do, something secret. Henry had been begging me to tell him what it was ever since a teacher at Oasis Academy had pulled me aside to invite me. When I had informed Mrs. Grisham I would be leaving the unit on this particular Day Five, she struggled to hide the jealousy and distrust seeping out from her thin, tight, lip liner–lined lips.

“Why would they choose you?” she said.

I grinned. “Because I’m so witty.”

To be honest, I wasn’t exactly sure how I had been chosen, nor did I know exactly what we were going to be doing. The teacher had only told me we were going for “interviews.” For what I had no clue. None of that mattered. I was headed outside on a Day Five like the important people in the city.

And I’m actually going to Building One.

Right on schedule, the Administrator’s sugary voice rang out across the Oasis-wide speaker system.

“Good morning, Tenants. It’s another beautiful day in Oasis. It will be sunny today with a light breeze, a perfect day to enjoy some time on the Fibonacci. I look forward to seeing you soon for the Topping Out Ceremony. Remember—”

His voice stopped and the lights went off. Once again, the power had gone out across all of Oasis. I walked to the kitchen and heard Mrs. Grisham cursing.

“Blast these flickers! Interrupting the best part of the day.” She returned to scraping the pan with a fork as she added, “What a good man.”

This might be the only thing Mrs. Grisham and I agreed on. The Administrator was definitely a good man. If he hadn’t founded Topos, Inc. and moved most of the Tenants of the prewar country into his properties during the war, everyone would probably be dead. It was common knowledge that it was the Administrator who finally negotiated a peace deal that stopped the fighting. Henry and I had a tradition of counting down the days until the Administrator’s next arrival in Oasis. He hadn’t visited in over a year, but whenever he came, it was like Christmas, summer, and your birthday mixed together. There were parades and SpotStop games; they even swapped out the smell of fresh linen pumping through the air for the scent of a crisp ocean breeze. The arrival of the Administrator meant food deliveries arrived on time and the power never went out. He always made sure to open a new public park or playground for the children, or unveil a new virtual world on the Fibonacci. At the ribbon cutting for Astra Avenue Park, Henry even got his picture taken with him. But since the Administrator hadn’t visited for over a year, Oasis was on the fritz.

The lights flickered back on, but the broadcast had already ended.

“Blast it,” Henry said as he waged imaginary war with his wooden sword. “Take that, you grubby Holdouts!”

When Henry asked if she wanted to play war, Mrs. Grisham sighed and told him to help her pack up the plates, silverware, and pan to be sent back to the Midpoint Distribution Center. With her hand in a fist, she released one finger at a time and muttered to herself again.

She’s counting down the days until Henry and I go back to Oasis Academy.

I knew it was only three hours until the Fibonacci arrived, and our “caretaker” could disappear into the virtual world. Henry was still lost in his own imaginary world, drawing his sword and fencing into the air while singing the all-too-familiar Fibonacci jingle. “Come join me on Fibonacci, where everyone is happy. My friends and me on Fibonacci. Why not just be happy?”



As I swiped my Travel Card and watched the metal bars swing open, I saw a T-Force Agent staring me down. He was lanky and gave me a suspicious leer as he started to approach. I could tell he wanted to know why I was out of my unit and hopping onto the Interlink. The Fat Agent next to him wasn’t so ambitious. He grabbed the Lanky Agent by his collar and dragged him the other way, muttering about having bigger fish to fry. Part of me had hoped they would ask me what I was doing. I wanted to prove I belonged out here.

It was roughly a ten-minute ride to the Pathway Station. I wished it were longer. Riding on the Interlink was one of the few chances I had to catch a quick glimpse of the parts of the city I was never able to explore. My Travel Card opened very few doors in Oasis, and anywhere in the city beyond the confined path of my daily routines was a mystery to me.

For the last minute or so of the ride, the Interlink all but grazed the bottom of the scaffolding surrounding the half-built but intricately constructed buildings. The tall ones were my favorites. I had never been in a building higher than three floors.

But one day I will.

“Haven’t you ever seen the city before?”

The voice startled me. I turned and noticed a face I had seen many times before. My pulse quickened, and my cheeks flushed. I felt my jaw fall open in amazement.

Pull yourself together, Ember!

“You came out of nowhere,” I said.

“That’s what happens when you’re looking up at the sky. You don’t notice anything else around you.” Cade Carter grinned with the kind of confidence that said he knew how to get his way. That he was accustomed to being noticed—and admired. I didn’t respond as my mind scrambled for a minute, trying to think what he was doing on the Interlink. Then it hit me.

The interview. We’re going to the same place.

I couldn’t believe I was riding with the SpotStop Champion and Oasis poster boy for the last two years.

Henry would be going out of his mind right now.

Cade took off his circle-rimmed sunglasses and tucked them into the pocket of his unbuttoned blazer. I was suddenly not sure if my overalls and green sneakers had been the right outfit choice for this day.

“It’s probably hard to notice things when you’re surrounded by a crowd of fans,” I said.

“That’s why I like Day Fives. I can actually get around the city.”

I wanted to say something like, It’s only the important people who are out today, but I held back. He already knew that.

“Think they’ll ever finishing working on all these buildings?” Cade asked.

“I wish I could stay on here and go all the way around Oasis.”

He brushed his perfectly cut hair back and looked indifferent. “It all looks pretty much like this.”

“No way. You’ve seen it?” I said before I realized how uncool I sounded. “I mean, you don’t like it?”

“No, it’s just—I hate waiting. I’m supposed to be getting my own place soon.”

I really wanted to ask him where he lived, how much of the city he’d seen, what it’s like being out on Day Fives, how many times he’d been to Building One, and so many other questions. But instead, I remained silent.

“So, I assume you’re coming to do this interview thing, right?”

Cade seemed to already know the answer, but I nodded anyway.

“I figured this was a SpotStop thing. They’re always interviewing me about that,” he said. “But you don’t play SpotStop. I would know you if you did. Maybe this will actually be about something cool. But it’ll probably be boring.”

If only you knew how boring it was staying inside all day.

“I want to meet the Administrator,” I said.

This seemed to get Cade’s attention. He gave me a smug smile.

I cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

“Tell me when that happens.”

I wanted to ask him why, but the doors to the Interlink opened. Cade hopped out and hurried away before I could even catch up. As I stepped into the pristine Pathway Station to try to follow him, I bumped into a scraggly and sickly-looking man wearing a worn overcoat. He glanced at me, but I looked away, not wanting this important moment soiled by someone normal. Especially someone who smelled like he hadn’t showered in cycles.

The Pathway Station was the meeting point of the four Interlink tracks, which divided the circular city into four quadrants. Two of the four tracks were almost never used because they led to the new and undeveloped portions of Oasis. The circular, covered outdoor station was surrounded by multiple paved pathways that led away from the station to various official buildings. The average Oasis resident could only travel down two or three of those paths to carry out their normal business. That day, I was traveling down my fourth.

As I moved through the station, looking for a sign for Pathway Eleven, I found my eyes returning again and again to the glow of Building One. The simple, teal-tinted building was encircled by the station and was the exact center point of the city. It was also the only building in Oasis taller than seven floors. As I stopped to peek my head over the metal bars of the checkpoint, my eyes went straight to the eighth floor—the Administrator’s office. From that vantage point, he watched the happenings of the whole city. Whenever he visited, people would find the most inventive ways to contort their bodies over those same bars, hoping to see him peeking out the O-shaped windows that lined his floor. I once even saw a young mother holding a baby over the checkpoint to give the newborn an uninhibited view until an Agent made her stop.

When I finally found the sign for Pathway Eleven, I scanned my Travel Card and the metal bars swung open, inviting me in. At the end of this path was a building unlike any I had ever seen. It was shaped like a rainbow meeting the earth, and the entire facade was glass. A sea of unfamiliar faces greeted me, including a slender and striking face that caused me to stop.

Is that really—?

In the distance stood a tall and captivating woman of about forty years. Everything about her was long—her legs, her neck, her nails, even the way her mouth formed words when she spoke. I had seen her before; this was the woman who was always photographed standing near the Administrator. As I started to inch closer to her, my heart raced, and soon I was standing face-to-face with the beautiful woman.

More like face-to-belly button.

“Hello, Ms.…”

Blank. Utterly blank. The name—any name—escaped me. If I had been asked her name five minutes earlier, I could have easily said it, but now I had no idea. I’m blowing this. I’m really blowing it.

For a moment I considered just turning around and sprinting back down the paved path, then perhaps changing my name and hiding out until this epic embarrassment blew over. But before I could decide if that was a good idea, the woman smiled at me.

“Aylo. Azaz Aylo.”

Of course. Azaz Aylo, a name hard to say and harder still to forget. It was the kind of name I had to think about before speaking aloud. Azaz welcomed the mental stuttering in her presence. It suited her demeanor. She was a woman of great stature, not only physically but in terms of her accomplishments. I knew she had started working for the Administrator before Topos, Inc., was widely popular, nonetheless in charge. Her loyalty had landed her a position in Topos’s capital city, where she was given the title of “Administrator of Oasis.” But to ensure she was never confused with the Administrator, her official title was “the A.O. of Topos, Inc.”

I’d heard many descriptions of Azaz Aylo. She had a reputation for being a merciless yet beautiful sphinx. Mrs. Grisham had once said she was unknowable and mysterious. Others said she was highly regulated and unsurprising. Most Tenants respected the way she led Oasis, and all of them pretended to. Seeing her in person, I couldn’t help but stare with my mouth wide open, wondering what she was doing there.

“Right this way.” Azaz led me to a group of teenagers on the other side of the room, her heels click-clacking on the concrete floor. I remembered that I still hadn’t said her name.

“Thank you for being here, Ms. Aylo,” I said in a voice that sounded more like a squeak.

“Thank you for being here”? C’mon, Ember. Say something a little less stupid, please.

Plus, I didn’t have the slightest idea where “here” really was.



For the rest of the day, I hoped I would have the chance to talk to Azaz Aylo again and redeem myself, but the opportunity never came.

The time passed by smoothly as I was asked the same ten questions by rounds of nice, anonymous adults. Why they cared how many friends I had at Oasis Academy, how well I knew my little corner of the city, or what I wanted to do when I grew up, I had no idea. But I told them I knew everything about my tiny portion of space, had very few friends, and wanted to do anything that got me a better Travel Card, and they seemed pleased. After a few hours, we were given a handful of cell-cultured meat sticks for our trouble and released for the day. After scanning my Travel Card to open the lobby doors and leave the building, I saw the same two Agents I had passed that morning standing right in front of me.

“Out of the way, kid.” The Lanky Agent pushed past me. He squiggled over to Azaz, the Fat Agent clomping in his wake, but she ignored them and approached me.

“Excuse them,” she said loud enough for the Agents to hear.

The Lanky Agent’s tall, gangly body was so deflated in embarrassment that the Fat Agent had no problem reaching the back of Lanky’s head and giving it a good smack. I smiled.

“Very good work today,” Azaz told me.

I thanked her but didn’t say anything else. I didn’t want to risk it.

Her words stayed with me as I skipped all the way back to my unit.

Very good work today.

Very good work today.

The smell of fresh linen wafted through the air as the LED bulbs lining the street dimmed in conjunction with the sun. As the Administrator was just finishing his evening announcements, I mouthed along with him.

“And remember, the future is a door, and your dreams are the key.”

After scanning myself into Mrs. Grisham’s unit, I waltzed into the kitchen in such a good mood that I could resist making a snide remark about the smell of burned cricket pasta. When I saw a roach scuttling across the floor, I called out playfully to my brother.

“Henry, a Holdout snuck in! Come quick, and bring your sword.”

But he didn’t run into the kitchen like he usually did.

“It’s time for battle!” I said again.

Still nothing. I called again, but he didn’t come, and neither did Mrs. Grisham. I paused, listening for any sound in the unit, but I couldn’t hear anything. Not even the sound of the Fibonacci coming from her room.

What are they doing?

I assumed Henry must be asleep, so I came up with a plan to sneak down the hallway and fling open the curtain to startle him. He was my little brother, after all; it was hard to resist a good jump-scare. I tiptoed down the hall, hardly able to conceal my excitement. I edged toward the curtain, then flung it wide open and raised my fist as if I were brandishing a mighty sword.

“To war, my brother!”

Henry was sitting up in bed, hugging his knees with a heart-wrenching look of horror. I rushed to console him, but as I did, I noticed our room. Clothes were strewn about in every corner; pillows were on the floor; chairs were tipped over. I looked at the wall and saw the vent cover lying on the ground, surrounded by screws. My single boot was on its side right next to the contraband butter knife.

No… this can’t be happening.

I rose slowly and walked over to the vent. My foot slipped on a piece of fabric. I looked down and saw the bundle of rags beneath me. I hesitated in front of the vent. I think I already knew what had happened, but I wasn’t ready to face it. When I finally crouched down to look inside, I saw that the book was gone. I rushed back over to Henry.

“Where is it?”

He looked up at me, stunned. I didn’t even recognize my own voice as I yelled again.

“Where is it?”

Henry refused to answer me and made a run for it. By the time Mrs. Grisham had come in to see what was going on, Henry was sprinting in circles around the room. It was his only defense. I chased him like a wild animal.

“Where is my book?!”

As I ran, I noticed Mrs. Grisham looked unusually tense. She inspected the corners of the room the way a guard might in a high-security prison. I grabbed Henry by the back of his shirt.

Henry spoke as he gasped for air. “Please. I didn’t wanna do it. It was me or the book.”

That didn’t make sense.

“You’re lying!”

“Of course he is,” Mrs. Grisham calmly interjected. “He’s a kid. But you’re not, so you know better than to lie.”

The comment felt like a slap on my face.

“What are you talking about? He took my book. I need it back.”

“Lying again,” Mrs. Grisham said. “That wasn’t your book, Ember. We just found it yesterday. Right?”

Henry gave me a look to let me know I wasn’t the only one baffled.

What is she talking about?

Mrs. Grisham knew that book and Henry’s sword were the only possessions we’d arrived with. There had been an all-out brawl when she had tried to confiscate and dispose of my book all those years ago. For some reason, she’d relented and let me keep it after all, as long as I followed all her rules about when I could read it and when I couldn’t, and how it had to be hidden during the day.

But this behavior was a whole other level. Now Mrs. Grisham was just acting insane.

“The nice Agents came to pick it up today,” she continued. “I told them you and Henry hadn’t read it, because you haven’t.”

“But you know that I read it. I mean, you were just telling me this morning—”

“No more lies!” Mrs. Grisham boomed. “I told them the truth.”

“What ‘truth’?”

“How Henry found a book beneath some dirt at the Astra Avenue Park yesterday on one of our outings. He brought it straight to me without even opening it. He’s such a good boy. Eager to please. Well…”

I noticed her wringing her hands together and darting her eyes around the room.

“And of course, since he can’t really read anyway, it wouldn’t have mattered if he did open it. But he didn’t. Because he’s such a good boy. As soon as he brought it to me, we came straight back so I could call the Agents and let them know. But, as you know, Henry got sick last night and spent the evening throwing up. In the kitchen, the bathroom, right where you’re standing.”

“No, he didn’t—”

Mrs. Grisham interrupted me with a loud, strange giggle. I wondered if I was having a dream.

“That’s why I waited until today to tell the Agents. And—poof—there they were, showing up just like angels.”

“I was sick?” Henry asked, looking almost convinced.

I knew better.

“What happened? Where is my book?”

Mrs. Grisham just dug herself further into the fake story. The more she repeated it, the more she seemed to believe it. When I finally gave up asking her about it, Mrs. Grisham seemed revived—glowing, even. She all but danced out of the room.

Maybe she has gone insane.

After a long silence Henry whispered to me. “I didn’t want to. You have to believe me. She said they were going to take me or the book.”

I ignored him, shuffled over to the far side of the room, and flipped off the light switch, silently climbing into my bed. Henry handed me one of my blankets. After half an hour of muffled sniffles into his pillow, I heard his breath slow into a steady pace. He had fallen asleep. I knew I wasn’t going to be so lucky tonight.

The book was gone.

My parents…

I think I had known deep down it was only a matter of time before it was taken. But I’d hoped I would have more time with it. Just a little more.

Will I forget them now?

All I could think about was one of the last things my mother ever said to me. The words echoed in my head.

Never lose this book.



[image: A hand-drawn map of Cherry Harbor and surrounding areas, showing The Grove, roads, homes, fields, shoreline, guest house, The Sticking Place, and directions to Oasis and the Outpost.]





CHAPTER TWO CHERRY HARBOR

(Sky)


“Lies. It’s all lies.”

I couldn’t stop thinking of my mom’s words. They had stayed in my head all day, playing on repeat, until they finally brought me to this place.

This place of lies.

It was so dark, but looking up, I saw the brightest stars I’d ever seen. I stared at the set of buildings in front of me. My legs ached, and my back was drenched with sweat. I must have walked for miles. I hadn’t thought to bring a flashlight with me. I hadn’t brought anything because I never thought I’d actually find anything.

But the Holdouts really do exist.

The city—you couldn’t really call it a city. I noticed old doors made into shutters. The shells from broken refrigerators now covered the sides of some buildings. On one sign I saw a name: Cherry Harbor.

There were no lights. It was so quiet.

Where are the people?

My heart was beating faster than it ever had. I’d been warned about the Holdouts my whole life. Told they were vicious rebels. That they were merciless killers. But I’d always thought it was just a myth. I’d always doubted they were real. Just like I doubted pretty much everything now.

Lies… all lies.

A whistle made me stop. Someone nearby was whistling. I spun around but didn’t see anything. Then I took off running.

“Who’s there?” a voice called behind me.

I cursed and found a pile of metal tubes to hide behind. As I crouched down, I realized my hiding spot was a mound of AC ducts. I heard footsteps approaching.

“Little late fer a run, don’t ya think?”

Wait—what?

The voice. That didn’t sound like a killer. He sounded friendly—like a father.

Not that I would know what that sounds like.

“Lincoln, is that you?” the man called out, even closer now.

I bolted and headed for the trees, with the footsteps following me. Trees. So many trees. I tripped over a branch but caught my fall. It was dark, but I could see enough to weave through the forest. The guy kept following me, though, calling out random names like he thought one of them could be mine. I couldn’t let him catch me—who knew what he would do? He was a Holdout, a monster. They all were. I needed to get away, to get far away from this—

Something struck me in the head. A rock? A weapon? A human fist? I stumbled but kept running. Something dripped into my mouth. It had a metallic taste. When I pressed both hands on my forehead, they became quickly soaked in blood.

I broke out into the open on some sort of path. Road. Whatever. I didn’t care. I was feeling dizzy, my eyes blurry. I gasped for air. I clasped my head—my pounding head—and as I did, I heard more
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