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STAND ALONE:

The Cinder City Embers

All The Blood I’ll Bleed
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In the war-torn remains of America, lies Cinder City, where every child of eighteen is forced to endure the Harvest of Embers—a cruel reminder that in the eyes of the Authority, freedom and power are privileges reserved for only the purest bloodlines behind the golden gates.

For Ezra, a hidden Ember within the outlying Rings of Cinder City, it is her turn for testing, and the fates have chosen to hide her fae blood no longer. As the flames of the Harvest of Embers blaze brightly, the weight of being named an Ember hangs like a noose, leaving no room for hope or escape. 

To save those she loves most, Ezra will see the golden city fall to ash. Freedom for all or a willing death she’ll take, because Harvesting this Ember will burn them all.
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For Bella. Always.
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Author’s Note
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Your mental health matters.

This book contains subject matter that may be difficult

and triggering for some readers,

including scenes of violence, death,

and enslaved peoples.
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Stay tuned, at the back of this book 

you’ll find a preview of Lanne Garrett’s newest book!
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This slow burn, young adult enemies-to-lovers duo is perfect for fans of fantasy and folklore retellings, unique magic systems, angst and romantic tension, and witty banter. 

If you're looking for a book that makes you hate to love the villain, 

this is what you've been waiting for.

You cannot kill the truth.

You cannot kill justice.

You cannot kill what we are fighting for.

- Jean Dominique
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Freedom is never granted; it is won.

Justice is never given; it is exacted.

- A. Philip Randolph
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The most powerful weapon on earth is the human soul on fire.

- Ferdinand Foch
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CHAPTER ONE
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Where Hope Goes to Die
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MY MOTHER, EZRA, Gods rest her soul, was a proud Limits woman and an Ember sympathizer, so they say. I think she just grew tired of sending Sidhe children to their deaths. Those who weren’t afraid to talk in hopeful whispers said she was part of an activist group, Free Embers. They stood against Cinder City and the Authority, President Atlas Gold. She and twenty others tried to storm City Center. To make what point, I don’t know. The Controllers shot them down for treason. The only point they made was that their blood was as red as those within the golden city. Forty bystanders were killed by stray bullets that same day. Cinder Controllers opened fire on a square full of men, women and children. The carnage was left splashed across their streets for hours before the bodies were removed and the blood was mopped up. The Authority’s message was seen and heard by all. No one stood against President Atlas Gold and lived to talk about it. He’d sooner kill his own people than allow the faintest whisper of hope to spread. The Authority saw hope as a sickness, and a bullet was the cure. Prayers, wishes, and hope, all stamped out on the polished cobblestones that those of us in the Rings broke our backs to make.

I was named after her, my mother, Ezra Larkin. I was the last person in all the Rings to be of my mother’s line. Even as a young girl, I understood that her bloodline could end with me. But that was the painful truth all of us in the Rings had lived with. Those who held our lives in their hands hadn’t a care for any of us. And those who could help us were already dead.

My father—Cor, a hothead with the temperament of a caged lion—didn’t speak much about my mother. Some said he was ashamed of her, but I think he just missed her so damn much that it hurt to speak her name. Love was as cruel as it was kind. The odd time he did talk about her, it was usually to comment on my stubbornness being much like hers or how my laughter reminded him of her. I don’t remember her. Part of me thinks of it as a blessing. The other sees it as a curse. Not remembering her means I don’t miss her in the same gut-wrenching way my father does, but it also picks at my soul that I didn’t get to know her as so many others did. I was six years old when she died, and all I have left of her is a single photograph of us together—her, me and my father, in front of the Golden Gates of Cinder City, but it did nothing to trigger even the faintest of memories. I kept it inside my pillowcase.

Every now and again, I’d have a dream of her and me together. In my dream, she would come sit with me and listen to the stories I’d tell her about my life. But even as I slept, I knew she was dead. Not even my dreams were untouched by Gold. The Authority always found a way to punish me, to remind me of what had been taken from my father and me. 

My father never spoke of his time before my mother, but some folks in Limits said my father was born and raised in Cinder City and fell in love with the woman who cleaned his family home. As a punishment for loving someone from the Rings, he was sent to live out his days on the edge of the world he’d grown up in. I don’t think my father saw it as a punishment, given he got the girl in the end. But every now and again, I’d see him gaze up at the Golden City, and a flash of mourning would cross his eyes. I often wondered if it was regret he was feeling for being stuck in the land the Gods had forgotten about, or if it was sadness that he hadn’t been able to stop my mother on that fateful morning she was gunned down.

Cinder City had once been called The Promised Land, or so that was what I’d read in my father’s old books. It is nothing like that now, not unless you were born on the other side of those gates, with skin the color of snow and eyes as soulless as a stone. The world—or what I knew of it—had been divided into two groups, the promised ones and those of us who scrubbed their toilets and died in their fields. Pure-blooded and fae-blooded—those who mattered, and those who didn’t. At birth, they took our blood for their records, and we were tagged with a small GPS chip. They said it was for our own safety, in case we needed help. I didn’t buy it, and neither did anyone else. All it did was make it easier to hunt us down.

Every year, Cinder officials opened their golden gates and held the Ember Harvest. The Harvest was a test of the potential Embers—those with fae blood that held Sidhe magick. It’s said that over three hundred years ago, the fae had grown tired of their treatment and had used their deadly magicks to wage war against Cinder City. With the unwillingness of the fae to kill every human for their freedom, the Authority slaughtered his way to victory. Now, as a precaution, every child is tested for Embers—sparks of magick from a time the world was almost destroyed overnight. 

I wish it had been destroyed. 

Anything would have been better than the life we barely had today.

At least it would have been over quickly for us, rather than this slow march to our graves with broken backs and calloused hands.

On Harvest Day, if someone showed the first signs of being an Ember, they were moved to Ember Gates. It didn’t matter that our bloodlines were so diluted that no Ember had been found in all the years that followed the Ember War. The Authority didn’t care about such things. The risk was too great to allow an Ember to breathe, and any hint of hope was snuffed out before it could spark. It was the Cinder way. During testing, the blood of those who were Embers lit up like a falling star, glowing brighter than anyone else. That falling star was the coffin they died in.

The auditorium where the Harvest was held was in the middle of Cinder City. It held over four thousand people in comfort, unless you were an Ember. But for the Harvest, it would be far too packed to consider it anything but sad and hot. The most gut-wrenching part of it all was when citizens cheered as they watched the taking of children who were potential Embers, to be carted off to an unknown location, never to return. They clapped and shouted as if those children weren’t living souls being sentenced to a shallow grave. 

I had attended the Harvest since I was a small child. It was mandatory for all citizens—Cinder and Ring—to attend. It was the only time I wore anything but torn clothes and sneakers. It was a rare occasion that those from Cinder mixed socially with the people from the Rings, where the color of our skin, the fabric of our clothes, and our callused hands didn’t matter. Or at least, for one day, they didn’t point it out with disgust. The excitement of our devastation sent all of Cinder into a good mood for the day, when they didn’t care who sat beside them as long as they got to see the fall of an Ember. 

This year’s Harvest, I’d be there as a potential Ember. It was a strange feeling. I never knew what happened to the Embers. After they were named, they were taken away. I knew only that they never came back. And now I might learn what happened to them after the Harvest. I would have been content to remain ignorant. I didn’t need to know.

From sunrise to sunset, the day of the Harvest would be a celebration. People would dance, enjoy spirits and foods we never had on the outskirts of Cinder City. Although many parents left in tears, I had always looked forward to the celebration following the Harvest. Aside from the horrific build-up and muffled screams at the end, both of which I had little understanding of until now, it had been exciting. For one day a year, we could pretend we were equals. We could pretend we weren’t dying in the fields. Thinking of it that way was better than facing the truth for most of us. The bitter reality was, children were being sent to their deaths, all in the name of some debt Cinder City said we owed for a war we’d never started.

I would be attending with my best friend and Ring neighbor, Zowie Tate. I had been friends with Zow for my entire life. That was how it was in Limits. It was small enough that everyone here knew everyone else, and bonds were as long as life was gifted to us by the Authority. Our mothers had grown up together, and I was sure our children would too. Zow and I were only children, as it was for a lot of the families in the Rings. There was a birthing cap of two in place for the families who couldn’t afford to purchase a license to have more, but most families could barely feed more than one. If ever one of their children were taken to Ember Gates, the family could have another child if they wished. Such was the way of life in the Rings. We were all replaceable. And no one spoke our names once we were gone.

There were three iron belts around the pristine city of Cinder. The first Ring was called Fringe. It housed those who worked in Cinder and had enough money to be considered better off than the rest of us. Those in Fringe could almost pass for Cinder, with golden skin and hair, and rounded ears. As the population grew, it was reshuffled to accommodate a new Ring. The second Ring was Boundary. It housed the lower middle-class and provided Cinder with its primary source of power from the rivers and falls. It held four hydroelectric power plants. Then there was Limits, where I lived. It was last to be created. We were low enough not to have a class of our own or be welcomed into the golden city for any reason outside of the Harvest. Limits provided the fruits and vegetables, grains, and meats for Cinder. Almost all Ember children at the Harvest came from Limits. Nearly all of us had fae ears and eyes, reminders of those who stood against the Authority. There was no hiding who our ancestors were. But some of us were lucky enough to be devoid of all things Ember.

The residents of Limits were all of unusual skin tones and hair, as if it somehow made us lesser people, pushed to the edge of society. My father’s textbooks said prejudice had been abolished in the early twenty-second century. But being on this side of the fence, I call bullshit. For every step humanity had taken forward, Cinder City had plunged it back fifty steps into a cesspool of death squads and armbands. But I didn’t say it out loud. No one did. No one who wanted to live muttered such things. The Authority wouldn’t just kill the one who spoke out. He’d make an example out of the entire line and wipe them from our history. Fear wasn’t enough for President Gold. He wanted our absolute terror and unquestionable loyalty. Anything less was removed.

Each Ring of said ‘Promised Land’ was surrounded by a fence that no one was brave enough to scale. The fence held four gates that opened in the morning and shut at the end of the workday. With one exception, Harvest Day, when the gates remained open for twenty-four hours. Being caught outside your zone after the gates had closed was a direct ticket to Cinder Cells. No one risked being tossed in the golden cells because no family had enough money to ransom their freedom. And on the edge of Limits stood a twenty-foot iron fortified fence that dulled any attempt at harnessing hidden Embers, with no gates and no escape, patrolled by Cinder Controllers. There would be no arrest for trying to get out. You were shot, and your family would be billed the cost of the bullet used. Genocide was alive and well, and no one dared to question it. I don’t think it had ever really gone away—not for us, not for those who stood out like mud among white daisies. 

The Rings were where hope came to die during infancy, to the delight of the golden city that worked us to death.

At the promising age of eighteen, straddling childhood and adulthood, it was my turn for the Harvest, to see if I was an Ember. As if I’d still be here if I had the magick they would test me for. If I had the power of an Ember, Limits would be the last place where I’d rest my head. I’d have used it to get me and my father out of the hellish land we called home. But the Authority didn’t care. No soul went untested in the Rings. It was law.

When I should have been planning my future, being courted for marriage and family, I was preparing for what could be my immediate death. My father had tried to prepare me as much as he could. He’d told me not to worry. Since the beginning of the Harvest, my family had always been safe. No one in our line had ever held Embers, but there was always a risk for those of us in the Rings. Sidhe blood wasn’t predictable. In some families, the Embers skipped generations. In other families, there had always been one or two to be taken away. No one ever understood why Sidhe magick came for some of us and not for others. The fear of it lurking was enough to keep us all on our knees, praying to Gods who stopped listening to our calls centuries ago. Whether they heard me or not, I still prayed to my mother’s ancestors for strength and for them to guide me. My father had promised my mother that he would teach me about her people—the nymphs—and every day since I could remember, my father had told me stories and taught me the prayers to their Gods. I said those prayers every single day, that I was not an Ember, but if I was, that my death would be quick.

My mother had gone through the Harvest, just like every other soul in the Rings. My father had said she had been a nervous wreck. But once it was over, it was over for good. We were tested only once. After that, once a year, it was just another party where someone else’s family went home without their child. But once I was born, the worries my parents had as children came roaring back to life. Now, my father was scared of each Harvest and awaiting the unknown fate that hung over our family like a noose.

For those who weren’t named an Ember, it was a grand celebration. Now that I could be named, I realized just how great a celebration it would be if I made it through the Harvest. There would be tears of happiness and toasts for good fortune, if that were ever possible for those of us marked with armbands. Most families who were slated for the Harvest left immediately after the testing, thankful their children were still alive. For myself, I would dress for the celebration, in case I wasn’t named, and if I didn’t get to go home, I wouldn’t be dragged away in rags. I had lived in rags my entire life. I wouldn’t die in them. 

I stood in front of my mirror, staring at my high cheekbones, and could almost see my mother staring back at me. I was dressed in a hand-me-down from a few houses up. They hadn’t needed it anymore. Their daughter had been taken to Ember Gates last year and had never come back. I didn’t dare say it out loud, but this was one of the few silver linings to finding out someone you knew was an Ember. There weren’t many advantages to be had around here. That the death of a child was one of them was just another reminder of the power President Gold had over us. It was odd how we had gotten used to saying thank you for bags of clothes from families of dead children. It was normal in the Rings.

Tomorrow would be the commencement ceremonies of the Harvest. We would be carted off to begin the first round of tests that would lead up to the Ember Harvest. With pending doom hanging over our heads, things in Limits were somber today. There were no children playing outside and no screams of laughter. There was nothing. It was as if someone had already died, though I didn’t know for certain if Embers were killed once they were named. No one actually knew what happened to them once they were taken away. I was betting they were dead and buried. Where else would they be if not in a hole in the ground? Rumors, which were more plentiful than grain, said that once a child went to Ember Gates, they remained there until their maturity had completed and were killed if their Embers flared to life. Whether they died at Ember Gates or somewhere along the way, they never returned to their families.

Cinder doctors had found the age of eighteen to be the perfect age to take us. It was cheaper to do it at the height of puberty. They didn’t have to feed and house us for as long. If a potential Ember didn’t display advanced signs of Sidhe magick, they were allowed to go home—or that was what we all were told during our Harvest Preparation classes. But no one ever came back. Not once. Never in the history of Cinder City had someone returned from the Gates. Once you were named, you may still have had a pulse, but you were dead and waiting to be buried.

I pulled off my armband with a patch that said ‘Limits’ and stared at it for a moment, running my fingertips over the red embroidered lettering. All of who and what I was had been reduced to a small, black and scratchy armband. It told the world around me that I was at the bottom because my mother’s line had Sidhe blood. That blood meant I could die. Controllers could kill me on a whim and no one would flinch. I could be starved, worked to death, beaten, or abused. There were no laws that protected anyone with an armband.

I wished the world had been destroyed back when my people had the chance to do it.

I removed my pale-yellow dress and hung it up over my cracked mirror. Everything I owned was chipped or scratched, or stained in some fashion. I had a fleeting moment of wondering what it had been like those many years ago when everyone had the same chance in life. My father had said there were no divisions such as these hundreds of years ago. And there had not been only one Authority overseeing all. The world once had many leaders and laws that governed them. But not anymore. The Authority was the one and only law. President Gold saw himself as a God and death to anyone who didn’t agree.

The first horn of the evening sounded. There were three hours left until the gates between the Rings would be locked. Like clockwork, every sixty minutes, another horn would ring out, the last one being a long warning blast. I pulled my long, dark hair into a ponytail, slipped on my ripped jeans and sneakers that had seen better days, and climbed out of my window. I didn’t have far to fall. We lived in a single-story home, mostly built of rejected wood. The windows were cracked, and each time a fire broke out in Limits, my room turned into a wasteland for my lungs. Because my father was a carpenter, our home was one of the nicer ones in Limits, but I was still careful around any nails. Dying from an infection was no quick end in the Rings.

Ten yards from the back of my house stood the fence of no return, with red and white warning signs that were polite enough to let us know that the sign was the only warning we would get. A single bullet from a Cinder Controller would be the only step they took to keep us inside our Ring. There had been times when children had found a way out of the fence. No one had ever found a tear or hole or loose bolt in the fence, but just the same, those children weren’t seen again. I didn’t know what was out there, beyond our cage, but it couldn’t be good if it was eating up wandering children. Every few weeks, another child was gone from their beds in the middle of the night, and no one was brave enough to question it. I wondered how a child could become lost when Cinder Controllers could track their chip and find them in a fraction of a second. I suppose we just weren’t important enough to spare the manpower in a search. The only ones who cared about the people in the Rings were the people in the Rings, and none of us were brave enough to put our necks on the line.

Breathing in the evening air, I could smell a hint of the roses that grew along the metal fence. It mixed with the scent of warm bread cooking in Limits. That bread was not ours. It would be shipped to the Harvest celebration. It was torture, the smells of food we weren’t allowed to touch until we were saying goodbye to another group of children.

My stomach growled. I had eaten dinner, but it hadn’t been enough. I was always hungry. Limits didn’t waste food, nor did we overeat, not when Cinder controlled every grain we used. Cinder had a way of keeping us underfed, always forcing us to submit to their will. Hungry people were compliant people. To prove this, the Authority would cut the rations in half every so often, as a reminder of who had the real power. I didn’t see why they bothered. We all knew who was in charge. No one questioned it, not even me, and I questioned everything. There was no doubt in my mind, I was hungry because of Atlas Gold, and nothing I’d ever do would change that. One potential Ember from Limits wasn’t going to make a difference for anyone. Feeding us wasn’t going to change that.

Standing a foot from the fence, my gaze followed the iron chain-link to the top. I had never seen a Controller walking the fence, but I was told they were always watching us. Every twenty feet stood a metal pole cemented into the ground. Fixed at the top of each post were cameras and a walkway that attached to each pole. I had spent almost twenty-four hours watching the fence from my bedroom window, and never did I ever see a Controller. But I wasn’t brave enough to test my theory of their nonexistence. To be wrong would mean death. I was curious, not stupid. Fools didn’t live very long in the Rings.

“Wait up, Ezra,” Zow called out from behind me.

Zow jogged from her house against the fence at the end of my block. Her black curly hair flowed out behind her like ink poured into water. Zowie Tate was darker than the midnight sky and more beautiful than all the stars within it. Her silky hair was a froth of shiny curls, wild and free. I wished she could be that way, too—wild and free and full of choice and life. Each night, she and I ran the fence line until our legs shook and our lungs burned. I used to jog it with my father, but eventually, he had grown tired of running, in more ways than one. Over the years, he’d become weary of many things. But he had never failed to make sure I was ready for just about anything. He’d taught me how to trap rabbits, how to protect myself, build a fire out of nothing, and if I had to, survive on my own. If ever I found myself on the other side of the fence, my father wanted me to be ready.

Zow, on the other hand, hadn’t the same desire to be prepared for something that’s never happened for any person from the Rings—leaving with a pulse. The Tate family had come from a long line of farmers. Not many of the folks in Limits had skills outside of raising piglets and collecting eggs from their hens. They didn’t have time to be anything more. The Tate family was decent to the bone, as was Zow, but she wouldn’t survive ten minutes outside the fence on her own. She didn’t have a live-or-die mindset. Her soul was far too pure for that. If love could feed a nation, I’d never starve with her nearby.

Zoe nudged my shoulder as she jogged beside me. “Honestly, Ezra, do you think we’d ever be lost on the other side of the fence?”

“No, but as my dad says, better safe than sorry.”

Zow peered around me, looking at the tree line on the other side. Her body jerked from a full-body shiver, likely at the thought of being out there without protection. It was a fear she spoke of anytime we jogged the fence. Deep down, Zow was braver than she gave herself credit for, but no one knows what they’re made of until they’re put to the test. I hoped to hell her courage would never be tested.

“My father said that there’s nothing out there but the wild,” Zow said, already winded from the run. “After the Ember War had destroyed all but Cinder, the rest of the world became a barren wasteland with wild animals and man-eating people.”

I picked up my pace, forcing Zow to breathe more heavily. Part of me did it to make her stop talking. I hated talking about the war that had helped create Cinder and the Rings. The thoughts were more than disturbing. They reminded me of a time long before we were caged animals ourselves. But more than anything, I was jealous. I envied the freedom people once had. The war that had started this all... I’d kill for the freedoms they complained about.

After the last war, iron fences had been built. They said they were to keep us all safe. Cinder and all their amassed power had created a world within a world. But I didn’t feel safer inside the fences. I felt like I was walking toward an already sectioned-off grave already soaked with the blood and sweat of those who’d died before me. We worked for Cinder and died for them, nothing more and certainly nothing less. In return, they protected us, fed us and housed us—or that was what they said during every broadcast from the Authority. And each year, as a payment for their kindness, we sent our children to the Harvest and prayed to any God willing to listen that they didn’t have Embers, that they didn’t have any hint of the blood that would condemn them.

“I don’t think there are cannibals out there, Zow. Wild animals, yes, but I don’t think it’s as scary as we’re told it is. If it were as deadly as the Authority says, why am I able to catch healthy rabbits that make it through the fence? How can I eat what I catch if they’re toxic?”

She shrugged awkwardly as we jogged. “Just the same, I’d rather not be unfortunate enough to find out firsthand.”

Zow and I were a lot alike, but some things about us were exact opposites. She didn’t poke or prod. She never asked questions and never argued. She followed the rules and never thought there was a different way. She took what was given to her and never questioned what she received. I, on the other hand, questioned everything. I wasn’t content to pick up where my father would leave off. I didn’t want to be a woodworker or laborer. I wanted more out of life and knew I’d fight to make my way out of Limits. I needed more. I craved knowledge and a life worth living. One day, I knew my life would mean something more than building a house or raising chickens.

Hope had not yet died within me.

But I knew it would, just like it died for everyone else.

Give it enough time and I’d be just like Zow—content to take what I was given.

I grabbed Zow by the arm and slowed her pace. “Hold up.”

Zow slowed, following me to the fence.

“What?” Her voice shook from her speeding pulse.

My heart was hammering too hard for me to speak. I pointed to a cherry blossom tree. It was one of our markers. There would be another one thirty feet away in full bloom. We would run to the fifth cherry blossom, then turn back. The pink flowers were brilliant among the stark shadows and rich green foliage. This was my favorite time of year, when the view from Limits was pretty, even just for a moment. In front of the tree stood a child in a white hospital gown. She stared forward, unafraid.

“Hey!” I screamed at the child and slapped the fence to gain her attention. The iron of the fence tingled against my skin. Iron hurt everyone in the Rings, whether we had Embers or not.

“Is that...” Zow whispered. Her fingers gripped the metal fence, ignoring the pain that would soon begin. “Hey!”

“Go get help. Run. Get my dad,” I said, not wanting to take my eyes off the girl.

Zow bolted from my side without another word. I knew she would run flat out, yelling for my father the entire way. 

The little girl with long black hair turned toward me. Her cheeks were blistered red. Her lips were plump, too full for a child. Her small arms were covered in black bruises, small tubes hung from her forearms. She tilted her head and smiled, then turned and walked toward the thick bush.

“Wait! Come back. No, come back,” I screamed and pounded my hands against the fence again. “Don’t go in there. Come back.”

“Step away from the fence.”

From above me came the voice. I looked up. There was no one there.

“Step away from the fence. Last warning.”

At the top of the pole to my right, a small speaker box hung with a little flashing red light.

My father grabbed my arm and pulled me back with enough force that I stumbled. “Ezra, get away from the damn fence. I’ve told you never to touch the fence. They will kill you. Do you not understand that?”

My father stood almost a foot taller than I did, with an extra hundred pounds on me. On a good day, he could create fear so deep that it burned a soul. Today, at that moment, I almost vomited. My father had never yelled at me or handled me in such a way.

I tugged at my arm, pointing at the trees. “There was a child, a small child. She was out there.”

My father stopped dragging me from the fence and looked out at the trees. “There’s no one there, Ezra. Stop this before you get us all shot.”

Zow finally made her way back to us. She was not the runner my father was. “Did you see her, Mr. Larkin?”

“Who?” he asked.

“The little girl,” she said, looking back at the cherry tree. “Where did she go?”

“Home. Now,” my father commanded, giving me a look that said we’d deal with it there, out of earshot of the small speaker box with the little flashing red light.

All three of us jogged back to my house. No one spoke a single word along the way. But the tension swirling around us said more than enough.

“Not another word of this,” my father said as soon as we got home. “You were mistaken. It must have been a trick of the shadows.”

A laugh bubbled out of my mouth before I could stop it. “A trick? That’s what you’re going with? It wasn’t a trick, Dad. I saw what I saw. There was a little girl out there.”

He shook his head, his face still red with anger. “Enough. There was no one there, and that is how it will be.” Before I could argue, he stopped me. “No, Ezra. We see nothing in the Rings. We survive by remaining blind and ignorant of such things.”

“Where were the Controllers? Why were they using a speaker box?” I asked. “I thought they patrolled the Rings? Where are the guns they were going to use to shoot us with? How can they scare us into submission from a speaker box?”

“They don’t need to be standing over us to kill us, Ezra. Our names on their lips will be our ending and the death of any others we care about.” He turned to Zow. “It’s best I walk you home now.”

“Yes, Mr. Larkin.” Zow dropped her gaze to the floor. “I’ll see you tomorrow, Ez.”

My father shut me down without so much as another word and walked Zowie home while I paced. He’d probably tell her family the same load of crap he had just said to me. They wouldn’t question him. The fear of the Controllers would be enough for them to ignore what we saw. No one in the Rings caused problems. No one saw or heard a thing, even if it happened a foot in front of their noses. But I saw, and I’d never forget the little girl with plump lips and a death sentence following her back into the forest.

During dinner, not another word was spoken about the young girl, the Controllers, or that we both knew he wasn’t being truthful. We all knew there had been many children wandering around the outskirts of the Rings, but none of us spoke openly about it. But if there’s no hole in the fence, someone had to have let them out, didn’t they? If the Controllers had seen me, they also would have seen her. The only explanation was that someone had let her go to her death on purpose. I didn’t know what angered me more—someone purposely sending children to their deaths outside of the Rings, or that all of us ignored their deaths.

We gripped hands, said a prayer to the old gods and ate in silence. Our meal wasn’t anything special. It was the same thing I’d had for breakfast and lunch—warmed grains and oats with a few berries. It felt like a brick when it hit my stomach, but I wouldn’t complain. It was more than most people had in Limits.

My father checked on me before he went to bed. I could feel his nervousness in the air, like a hot breeze off a forest fire. I swore it scalded my lungs. I knew he was anxious about tomorrow morning, just like every other parent of an eighteen-year-old. Tomorrow I’d be going to Cinder, and there was a chance it would be the last time he would ever see me, aside from the Harvest Day. We would be picked up in the morning and taken to the golden city. We would remain overnight and meet again at the celebration. We were told that we would be given a checkup and that it was nothing to worry about. But it still felt like a loaded gun was pointed at my temple and they were telling me to calm down, that I hadn’t the need to worry. When my father tucked me in, his hands shook, and he swallowed a muffled cry. He was praying to my mother and her ancestors to protect me and bring me home. 

If he was worried, so was I.

I didn’t pray for myself. I prayed for Zow. I prayed she would have the chance to marry and have children of her own. I pleaded with whoever was listening to give Zow a ticket back to Limits. I prayed her children would never see the inside of Ember Gates. I’d like to think my prayers were an unselfish act, but they weren’t. If we both ended up at Ember Gates, it would kill me inside to see her there with me. Even if I wasn’t certain what happened there, it was enough to know that no one came back from the Gates. Nothing with the words Ember or Gate ever sounded like a place where children survived. If she were named along with me, my entire world would come crashing down. Then again, if she were named and I weren’t, that would be the end of it for me. So I could only pray she didn’t go at all.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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We Are All Damned
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THE NIGHT BEFORE, I’d slept poorly enough for it not to count as sleep. My body felt like I had been thrown from the sky and had nosedived into a rock bed. I had tossed and turned all night, plagued by dreams that would jerk me out of a dead sleep and leave me terrified of closing my eyes again. I’d dreamed I was standing on the other side of the fence. Those I loved were standing behind me, yelling for me to run. I was at the base of the cherry tree, staring into the trees at the little girl I had seen the previous evening. Her white gown was covered in blood, and her plump lips had burst, leaking down her chin and onto her hospital gown. Farther into the trees, my mother’s ancestors stood. They were telling me to run. I had woken with a scream caught in my throat, only to say to myself it had just been a dream, and I forced myself back to sleep.

The second dream had been of my father on his knees, holding my dead mother and looking up at me, crying. I could feel the pain he felt and the wish that it had been him to charge the square. He had wanted to take her place. I flinched as he was reaching out to me, begging me to bring my mother back. It faded into me sitting on my bed, crying and holding my little suitcase, readying myself for the Harvest. On my windowsill sat a blackbird. The feathers around its eyes were wet, as if it were crying. Its glossy eyes followed my movements. My mother sat with me, braiding my hair, telling me that I would be okay, that fate had a plan for us all. I could almost still smell her when I woke up.

The dreams had been enough to leave me scattered. I folded my pale-yellow dress and packed it with my black Mary-Jane shoes. I’d wear it tomorrow at the Harvest. Today, I was dressed in my Sunday clothes—black slacks and a white blouse. My long, dark hair was a massive froth of waves and tangles. My hair was kinky, not wavy and not curly—a messy mixture of the two. It didn’t matter what I tried to do with it. Unless it was in a knotted braid, it would look like hell’s gates had opened up on top of my head. I groaned as I pulled my brush through the mess and braided it, leaving my face free of stray hairs.

It was a Thursday. Although I always bathed on a Saturday evening, I was clean as a whistle this morning. Limits didn’t have endless water like Boundary did. Boundary had all the water, and the majority of it was pumped into Fringe and Cinder. Limits got whatever was left over, and it wasn’t much. We used most of it to water the crops and animals. Some days, I’d give anything to be treated like one of the cows. They were surviving better than most of us. Hell, they even had more freedom than we did.

After my bath, I dressed, did my best to control my hair and packed my tiny brown suitcase. I had everything I’d need in case I never came back. I packed a change of clothes, my Harvest outfit, the photo of my parents and me, and a book. I didn’t have much. I figured if I didn’t return, I really wouldn’t need any of it, anyway. I’d be dead, and the dead don’t miss anything.

I propped up a letter to my father on my pillow, thanking him. I didn’t know what to write and had stared at the paper for two weeks before I could come up with something more than ‘I love you’.

I sat on the edge of my bed and gave the letter one more read, thinking I might have left something out. I think I was just killing time more than anything else. Facing my father right now felt like a million little knives slicing my soul. I didn’t want to see the pain in his eyes. Sure, there was also a chance that I’d be coming back, but there was an equal chance that I wouldn’t. One in five children were born Embers and didn’t even know it until it was too late. I didn’t like those odds.

I ran my hand over the letter, wondering if it was good enough. If these were my last words to him, I wanted to make sure he knew how deeply I loved him, how brave I was in my final moments.
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“Ezra, the bus will be here soon,” my father yelled down the hall. His booming voice echoed into my room and lifted me to my feet.

My stomach plunged into my toes, replaced with nervous butterflies. I closed my eyes and sighed. I had stalled long enough. I placed the letter back on my pillow and grabbed my suitcase. I wondered what the other families were doing right now or how the other potential Embers felt. Did they have the same knot in their stomachs? The kind of knot that made you want to throw up? Or were they brave and held their heads high?

I walked slowly through the house, etching every detail onto my heart. Every creak of the floorboards beneath my feet carried the weight of memories, filling my soul with fondness and a deep sadness I wasn’t ready to feel. Every faded photograph was a witness of the passage of time. The familiar scents that lingered in the air reminded me of every shared meal and late-night conversation. Each wall held a story, each corner echoed with laughter, and each piece of furniture whispered of days gone by in a blink. I took in every detail, savoring the essence of my childhood and bidding a painful goodbye to my roots and history. While I hoped I would return, I would carry every scratch, chip and stain with me, in case this was the last time I saw my family home. It was a bittersweet goodbye to a place that housed my deepest emotions and witnessed my every tear. It was a humble home that sheltered my dreams and fears alike. Saying goodbye felt like peeling my soul from my body and tossing it on the floor as I walked by.

I set my suitcase by the front door, and my father stepped into the front hall. He held a small cloth napkin tied around a few items. I knew it would be food. He always had a small stash of treats for days like this. Well, maybe not days like this, because this was the first and last time we’d ever have a day like today. But just the same, he held onto them for days that felt awful, like the time I’d had a crush on a boy and he didn’t like me back. I swear it felt like the sun had just exploded and we were all going to die any minute. Perhaps that was more of a wish than anything else.

“Do you have everything you need?” he asked and tried to give me his best ‘good luck’ smile. He failed. His smile was forced as he attempted to hide his fear.

I nodded. I didn’t trust my voice. My nose tingled as I tried to be strong, tried to be the girl he had raised me to be—fearless, a fighter. I knew I was losing my internal war. I blinked rapidly and breathed even faster. My father dropped the cloth napkin and grabbed my shoulders. He lifted my chin until we were looking into each other’s eyes.

“You’ve got this, Ezra. Be strong, be proud and know that no matter what, I love you. Know that your mother would be proud of you, too.”

I nodded again, my vision blurring from tears. I cleaned my sweaty palms on my pants. “I love you, too.”

“Go into this with your head held high. We both know that you’re coming home. There has never been an Ember found within our family tree.”

“I read that one in five children is born an Ember, even if no other Embers have existed within their bloodline. What if it’s me?” I asked. As much as I tried to sound brave, my voice still trembled.

My father shook his head. “No. It won’t be you. You’ll be there long enough to fill your belly and come home with stories. It’ll be all right, Ezra.”

Out front, the bus horn blared. This would be my first time riding in a vehicle. No one in Limits had a running car. The cost of owning a vehicle was far too high—plus, what would we do with a car in Limits? It wasn’t like we had anywhere to go. Just the idea of being in one was unnerving. I had seen the bus every year, picking up those who were of the age for testing. All the kids had looked excited. I didn’t understand how they could be so eager. The bus was the quickest way to an almost-certain death. Who the hell could be happy about that?

My father pulled me into his arms and hugged me. It wasn’t his usual hug. It felt too much like the kind of hug someone gave for the last time. It felt like a goodbye of sorts, without having to say the words. At first, my arms dangled at my sides. Part of me didn’t want to hug him back. Returning it would mean I was saying my own goodbye, but I couldn’t leave without hugging him. I pushed myself deeper into his hold and held on for as long as I could.

“I love you,” I whispered.

“I love you more than life,” he replied.

With another honk of the bus horn, my father let me go. If I didn’t go outside, the driver would call for Controllers to come in to get me. He picked up my suitcase and the napkin of treats. I straightened my shoulders, wiped the tears from my cheeks and was ready.

“I suppose I could always pray the bus crashes,” I said with a smile.

My father chuckled. “That’s the spirit.”

With one last squeeze of my shoulder, my father opened the door and followed me down the cobblestone pathway my mother had made, through our makeshift front gate and onto the pothole-covered street. The bus marked ‘Cinder City Transport’ was waiting. It had always appeared magical any other time I had seen it. Today, it looked like a metal coffin. Each window held a face—some I knew and most I didn’t. It had started in Fringe, worked its way into Boundary and was making its final rounds through Limits.

The doors of the silver bullet of a bus opened. Zow leaned over the inside rail at the front of the bus and waved at me. She was grinning from ear to ear. I made a mental note to ask her what the hell was wrong with her. Why in the world is she smiling and almost dancing? I was convinced she had fallen out of bed and smacked her ever-loving skull. Brain damage would be the only way I’d be jumping up and down in a situation like this.

I turned to my father with a fake smile. “Well, this is it. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

He nodded and blinked rapidly, holding back his tears. “Yes, I’ll be there waiting to bring you home, but not before we eat our fill.”

He passed me my tiny suitcase, and I stepped away from my home. It didn’t seem all that shabby now. I studied my father one last time, memorizing how the sun made his hair appear almost white from his salt-and-pepper hairs and how his gray pants and shirt made him look handsome. My house, which I had once thought of as a little better than a shack, now seemed like a castle to me. It was everything I knew and loved and cherished. It was safety. It was home.

I sighed and grabbed onto the rail inside the bus, taking one step at a time. I would have been happier if there had been more than three stairs. This felt like three quick steps into hell. I was sure the devil had designed the stairs himself. The door swooshed shut behind me, sending a blast of air against my back. It took everything I had not to turn around and try to kick my way out. Instead, I found Zow’s face and kept walking. She patted the bench, and I slid in beside her.

“It was rough for all of us,” she leaned in, whispering. “I think that’s why they start so early in the day.”

I kept my eyes forward, not wanting to look out of the window to see my father. I was scared I’d see pain and tears. But more than that, I was afraid I wouldn’t see his tears. I was torn between wanting him to rip the doors off and wanting him to be calm. The driver put the oversized coffin into gear, making the bus jerk. Most of us let out squeals, this being our first ride in a vehicle of any sort.

The trip around Limits was a blur. Each home we stopped at seemed to take longer than the last. No one wanted to leave, but once they were on the bus, a form of acceptance settled in, and they joined in the laughter and singing. Well, almost everyone. I held on to Zow’s hand with a death grip and kept my mouth shut and eyes forward. Once every potential Ember was on the bus, the driver headed to Cinder City with a song I hadn’t heard playing on his radio. Limits didn’t have many music stations to choose from. It was mostly the Authority making more demands of us. At the end of each day, when we were all sitting down for dinner, Cinder City would list the names of those who died in the Rings that day. It was another reminder that they owned each day we were alive and when that kindness would end.

“Last stop, Cinder City,” the driver called out, and my stomach tightened.

I had never taken the route we were on, as it was a highway and we hadn’t ever had a reason to be on it. We zigzagged around each Ring. I grabbed on for dear life during each turn. It felt like the tin can on wheels that we were stuffed into was going to flip onto its side. The smell inside the bus was a mixture of sweat and fuel. It reminded me of the smell each time one had driven past me. Aside from my stomach feeling like it was going to evict the morsels of food I had managed to choke down this morning, it was nice seeing parts of the Rings I had never seen before. In Boundary, we saw the hydroelectric power plants. The closer we got to them, the louder they became. The cab of the bus filled with a dull roar of water. The sound rolled across my body and vibrated deep in the marrow of my bones, setting my teeth to chatter.

Fringe had fields of flowers growing for no other reason than to look beautiful. It smelled of lavender. It was the kind of smell that made you want to take a nap. Had it not been for my anxiety, I would have fallen asleep, wrapped in the scent. Fringe was the nicest of the three Rings. I suppose Cinder didn’t feel like looking out from their gilded towers at the truth of the lesser Rings. Instead, they saw beauty. Even if Limits were pressed against the pretty gates of Cinder City, I didn’t think the people from Cinder would care all that much about our starvation, death numbers, or elders living in tin-roofed shacks and freezing over the winter months.

The drive from Limits to Cinder City was just over an hour. I swore I could feel every passing second. The driver slowed as we approached the final fence. It was taller than any other and looked as though it had been dipped in liquid gold. There were no bars or mesh. The fence was made of swirling and twisted metal. Cinder City was surrounded by a wall of art.

Everyone on the bus pushed to the windows to see the city. I would be lying if I didn’t say I thought it was breathtaking. The roads were paved. There were cobblestone sidewalks with trees and flowers planted every few feet. Brightly colored signs and shops lined the sidewalks, and everything white was still white and not gray and brown from years of dirt. There were no broken windows or rocks on the road. Those walking by, doing their daily errands, were dressed in the finest of silks and fabrics, with not one hair out of place. It was a complete contrast to the outer Rings, where being dirty wasn’t that big a deal.

“One day, I’m going to live here,” Zow mumbled with her face pressed against the glass window.

She had a grin that looked like she had stolen a sugary candy from her parents. I squeezed her hand and prayed she would be given a chance to live in a beautiful home in an equally beautiful city, but I
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