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  Prologue


The glass vanished. The lights came up. I whirled in place to see the panic-stricken look on Ava’s face. My mind was racing. How stupid could I be? I challenged Gauge in front of a stadium full of people. Of course there would be consequences. There had to be. But in my worst nightmare, I never imagined my carelessness would cost me the girl standing in front of me. 
“Carter, you are sure this is what you want?”
Gauge’s voice silenced the crowd.
Ava’s eyes went wide. She opened her mouth. I knew she wanted to say something—to tell me to stop what was happening—even though she couldn’t know what it was. But I also knew there was no turning back.
“This is what I want,” I said quickly.
The girl tilted her head, barely, but I could still see it. I knew she was struggling to understand what had happened in the prior ninety seconds. I was too.
“Then let the games begin!”
Like my friends had been frozen in place, nobody moved, even as the crowd erupted. But moments later, the cheers faded. People started streaming out of the stands. I glanced at the wall of Gauge’s guards, wondering if they might get mobbed by Pandora’s Council, but even her army of people in black was disappearing into the shadows.
Ava stepped closer. “What did you do?” she said, with a barely audible crack in her voice.
My heart broke as the girl’s question fractured my chest.
“I must admit, I was hoping for more.”
I turned at the sound of his voice and found Gauge scanning the four of us with his arms crossed. I immediately felt the anger smoldering inside me. “More?”
“Yes, more.”
“What’s the matter, Gauge? We aren’t giving up enough for you?” I said, gesturing to my friends.
Gauge smirked. “You misunderstand.”
“Then why don’t you explain it to us?” I said through gritted teeth, stepping closer to the man, my shoulders and arms rigid, my fists clenched. I had been fighting Dane all night in the arena. Adrenaline was still pumping through my veins. My head told me Gauge could probably put his fist through my ribcage with one punch. But I could barely think straight. This man was taking everything from me, and I wanted nothing more than to throw him off the platform.
I stopped a yard away. The man bristled, and then he stepped even closer. “What I meant, Master Simms,” he began in a disturbingly even tone, “is I was hoping for a better challenger. You don’t have what it takes to win the challenge I have set. You are not up to the task. You … are not enough.” He glanced over my shoulder. “Not even with her help,” he added.
I didn’t have to look back. I knew he was talking about Ava. And I wanted to be angry about it—how even now, the man was insulting me and my friends. But my thoughts were snagging on something else he had said. Gauge already knew what game he would have us play. It had been barely five minutes since I had challenged him to a new game. And the fact that he was already a step ahead made my gut twist with nerves.
The man smirked. I guessed my expression was telling him exactly how I felt. Then he shook his head as he turned to walk away. “There may be four people on your team, but even if you had forty, it still would not be enough.”
I stood there watching the man walk away when I blurted out the words. “Then let us have more.”
Gauge stopped and turned, a look stuck somewhere between confusion and revulsion on his face. “More what?”
“More gamers on our team.”
The man cocked his head. “How many more?”
“What difference does it make to you?” I spat, stabbing my finger at him. “We couldn’t win with forty … you just said it … so what do you care how many more people I find to stand up to you.”
The man said nothing for a moment. He pursed his lips and cocked his brow. He was obviously thinking, but whether it was about what I had just said, or all the ways he might like to torture me in his stadium, I wasn’t sure. I couldn’t help but think I had just made everything worse, though it seemed hardly possible, and just when I was about to flinch, turn, and run away with my friends, he opened his mouth.
“Very well, Carter … you may have more…”
From the corner of my eye, I noticed several of Gauge’s guards were walking toward us.
“How many more is up to you…”
The guards moved quickly, creating a wall to separate me from my friends.
“But if you are going to add more people to your team, you must do it alone. You can’t send your friends into the streets to campaign. You must be the one to convince them.” The man stepped closer, and I watched as a calm washed over him. “This contest is not about them,” he said, wagging his finger at my friends. “It’s about you. And it is your contest to win or lose. That starts now. If I learn your friends played a part in helping you add more gamers to your team, the contest will be over. You will lose. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
The man nodded. “Assemble your team, Carter Simms. Gather with them in the village when you are ready.”
The man walked away, disappearing a moment later into the darkness. A stark and chilling breeze blew down from the top of the stands, setting the hair on my arms on end. I glanced to my side. A lone figure stood in the darkness, barely enough light cast on her for me to know it was Pandora. Her Council was gone, and she stood with her hands clasped behind her back for a moment, staring—glaring—at me. Then she turned and walked out of the arena. After what I saw her do to the girl from Wonder, I knew she was wondering if turning us all into zombies would be too good a punishment for what I had just done. I only hoped my friends would be safe from her until I could return.
I turned. Ava looked dazed, maybe even sick. I began to wonder if she was actually going to be okay. Maren and Rowdy stepped up next to her. But the guards closed around all three of them. Maybe Maren was waiting for Ava to say something because even as the guards started herding my friends away, she toggled her head between Ava and me twice before a quirky look of confusion settled on her face. Then Maren blurted out her question.
“Who else do you want on our team?”
I couldn’t have answered that question even a minute before when I was arguing with Gauge. In fact, I couldn’t say for certain what had made me blurt out my comment about having more gamers on my team. But as I watched my friends get escorted away, leaving me alone on the platform, I knew we were going to need all the help we could get. I also knew just where to start.






  
  1
Machines


The city was different, but the glass was the same. Cool to the touch. Slippery. More like ice than an impenetrable energy field. I pushed my hand through it, feeling the tingling in my palm radiate through my fingers as the hole opened, like my hand was cutting through a cascading curtain of icy water. But the chill didn’t last. The key in my palm warmed quickly as it disrupted the energy field, the heat growing until it felt like it was burning through my skin. I clenched my fist to ward off the pain, jumped through the gap, and let the glass close behind me. 
The hills were gentler than those around Wonder. They surrounded the tiny city on three sides, like an amphitheater, with the ocean shimmering in the distance like a stage. But unlike Wonder, which seemed ancient, this place looked new. The buildings were made of black carbon-fiber beams wrapped with a silvery skin of glass, and they soared dozens of stories into the air. They looked delicate, but I knew they weren’t. Short of the coastline falling into the sea, they could withstand an earthquake of any magnitude. A tidal wave could hit them, and when the water receded, the earth might be wiped clean, but these towers would still be there. They were brutal. Sterile. Utilitarian. They were Calista.
Even though I had been planning this for days, standing inside one of Calista’s cities made my stomach knot and my legs go numb. To keep from falling over, I walked quickly along a concrete path. I didn’t care where it led. I figured I’d be noticed soon enough. I always stood out—something Ava pointed out every chance she got. And after a week of riding horseback and camping under the stars, I knew it was even truer today. Everything I had on was weathered and worn, was caked with dust and reeked of campfire smoke—a stark contrast to the super-clean and perfectly tailored clothes the citizens always wore in Calista’s cities.
I saw people. At first, just a few. Then dozens. It was past midday, but they all looked like they had just showered. Their hair was neatly trimmed. They wore pressed suits of various colors. And they had the same expression—like every day until then had been the same, and they knew every day from then on would be the same too. Even my presence in my filthy, stinking, crud-covered clothes didn’t seem to be enough to shake them loose of their daze.
I imagined that when the citizens saw me, they might panic and run away screaming. I was pretty sure I would have done exactly that if I had seen someone who looked as odd as me. My first guess would have been that they were outside the glass and had somehow survived. Then, runaway thoughts would have had me wondering if they were a mutant, or a zombie, or a psycho having a nervous breakdown. Whatever I might have thought, I knew I wouldn’t have been calm about it. I would have run—probably to find Hayley so I could tell her about the freak I had seen. But nobody did that. One girl in a dress the color of strawberry phos with hair to match looked at me twice as I passed and then scurried around a corner. But other than her, nobody panicked. In fact, as I strode down the center of the street, hands stuffed in my pockets and shoulders hunched in a futile attempt to not attract attention, the citizens did something far stranger. They stopped and turned and stared. And with each person who stopped, more would stop next to them. Quickly, I had a line of citizens on either side of me, funneling me toward the center of the city. In that unnerving moment, with the hair on the back of my neck standing on end, I realized something that completely caught me by surprise—many of the people I had seen, maybe all of them with the possible exception of strawberry phos girl, were bots.
I passed more people. Then I saw a large plaza flanked on three sides by giant glass towers and the ocean visible on the far side. Like everything else in the city, including the citizens, the plaza was perfect. A circular concrete walkway ran around the perimeter. Inside the ring of concrete was a ring of grass. Then another ring of concrete, with a circle of grass in the center. It looked like a target—one I imagined you could see from space given how large it was. And the only thing about it that was even the least bit inviting was the string of pruned trees shading park benches that ringed the outer edge.
The funnel of citizens ended at the edge of the park. I approached the last of them. A woman in a gray suit stared at me. She nodded toward a bench on the far side of the park. “Wait over there.”
I said nothing as I passed her, turning just enough to see the aisle of citizens was already dispersing. I walked around the outer path and sat on the bench. It faced the ocean. The sun was still high enough that I didn’t have to squint. But the hypnotic shimmer of the water and the gently curling waves rolling toward the beach couldn’t hold my attention. My thoughts drifted back to Hollytown. Part of me wanted to believe I was taking on Pandora and Gauge because it was the right thing to do. But deeper, I knew I could never be sure that my decisions were entirely mine. Calista seemed ever-present—from New Fields to Wonder and even to Hollytown—manipulating me into doing exactly what she wanted. My heart told me I should have left Hollytown with Ava when I had the chance. As I sat on the bench, I wondered for the hundredth time if what I had given up was worth the price I was paying. And then, for the hundredth time plus one, I reminded myself that I probably never had a choice.
“Carter Simms.” The voice came from behind me, but the woman quickly strode around the side of the bench. She stopped in front of me, blocking my view of the ocean, snapping me out of my circling thoughts. “Are you confused about the terms of your release?”
It may not have been obvious to anyone else, but I knew right away. The shape of her nose. The fullness of her lips. The hawkish look in her eyes. She wasn’t as tall as some of the others. And it looked like someone had removed the bottom six inches of her spine and added six inches to each leg. But there was no question about it. She was a Daisy—part person, part machine, all bodyguard. One of Calista’s creations to keep her cities safe. “No,” I said, shaking my head. “Hayley was very clear about the rules.”
The woman crossed her arms. “Then explain yourself.”
I stood. “I’m looking for someone.”
“Who?”
Every time I thought of the girl, my mind cycled through the knee to the groin she gave me in testing, and the punch she landed that knocked me off the bridge. I’m pretty sure I always winced when I thought about her, too. “Elise Rhodes.” 
“She’s here.”
“Can I see her?”
Daisy shifted her weight as she cocked her brow. “You break into Bayside, a violation of the conditions you agreed to when you left Wonder. You parade through town in full view of the citizens, corrupting them by your presence, forcing Calista to clear the area. And now you ask to see one of Calista’s most promising candidates, knowing that doing so will jeopardize whatever potential she might have had?”
I knew I had done all those things. Maybe worse, I had done them deliberately. But to hear the woman list my transgressions made me realize exactly how arrogant I must have seemed.
The Daisy looked me from head to toe and back up again as she took a step closer. “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t just throw you back through the glass from here?”
I knew the woman could do exactly what she said with one arm and no effort. And then I remembered my line. The sentence I had crafted over days of traveling. What I was sure were the perfect words that I had rehearsed a thousand times. I may have been arrogant—probably naïve too—but I did have a chance to change the world, and that had to be worth all the trouble I was causing. I stood straighter, finding the confidence to look Daisy in the eye. “Because I have a chance to save humanity.”
Daisy cocked her eyebrow. “You are seventeen years old, and you are going to achieve something a supercomputer and an army of bots have failed to do in over one hundred fifty years? You are going to save humanity?” she said, twirling her finger at me.
I was already reworking my line in my head, since it clearly landed flat with Daisy. “I’m going to try,” I said with an unfortunate curl in my tone that made it sound more like a question.
Daisy took a leggy step back as the moment frayed. She shook her head. “Humanity is doomed.”
I pursed my lips.
The woman clapped her heels together and thrust her fist in the air. “And the machines will inherit the earth!”






  
  2
Reparation


Daisy barely held her salute for three seconds before laughter erupted through her, making her shake. Her weathered face flushed red with amusement—I felt mine flush with embarrassment. I closed my mouth because somewhere along the way it had fallen open. 
Daisy clutched her side as tears ran down her cheeks. The sight of the half-woman, half-bot—all legs, no torso—barely able to keep from toppling over, was almost enough to make me smile, especially when I replayed the last few moments in my head. I didn’t just sound ridiculous. I felt ridiculous thinking I might be the one to save humanity.
The woman collected herself, and as her laughter died, I realized she hadn’t been the only one laughing. It was coming from everywhere, but there wasn’t another person in sight. I looked from Daisy to the trees, to the buildings, and then back at Daisy before it clicked. I had been gone from her cities for weeks, but without the sound of Daisy’s voice to mask it, I realized the lilting laugh coming at me over the public address system was Calista’s.
Citizens started emerging from the buildings, looking around, obviously confused and wondering what was so funny. Whatever smile I might have had vanished. Daisy dried the tears from her cheeks with her sleeves, and while the smile lingered for a moment, it eventually faded. But Calista’s laughter didn’t. Daisy finally flicked her eyebrows at me. “The machines will inherit the earth … I think she’s been waiting to say that for a while.”
“Yeah, I get that,” I said, and I shook my head. It took me days to come up with my line about saving humanity. But Calista knew me better than I knew myself. And it wasn’t hard to imagine that Calista had spent years—maybe even decades—waiting for someone like me to come along and say something stupid, just so she could deliver her line.
At least another minute passed. I knew, because I had started counting and made it to sixty before I also realized that somewhere along the way, Calista’s laugh started to sound more like Hayley’s. I knew it was probably just in my head. But Hayley would have loved every second of watching me humiliate myself the way I had. Even more citizens emerged from the buildings, and even though there still wasn’t anyone within a hundred feet of Daisy and me, they stopped and stared. The heat built under my collar. I felt the sweat beading on my neck. I flipped my hands at Daisy. “Are we just going to stand here?”
Daisy nodded, holding up a finger. “Give her just another minute.”
An eternity passed. Daisy started tracing the trail of an ant on the concrete with her toe, and I tucked my hands in my pockets, letting out a sigh.
“So,” Daisy said, dragging the word through the next three seconds, “did you come straight up the coast from Hollytown, or go the long way through the valley?”
“Are you going to help me or not?” I blurted.
The woman’s eyes popped. “Of course.”
“You are?”
“You seem surprised,” Daisy said, cocking her head.
“A little, I guess. I figured Calista already knew why I was here … I just wasn’t sure she was going to go along with it.”
Daisy shrugged. “She is running out of time.”
My heart skipped a beat. Gauge had said the same thing to me on his island. I still didn’t know what it meant. And as much as I hated the thought of Calista manipulating me, the thought of not having her around somehow seemed even worse. “I heard something about that,” I muttered.
Daisy nodded. “You are free to talk to Elise, and Calista is prepared to go along with your plan.” The bot stepped closer, her nose wrinkling with concern. “But try not to ruin the girl’s life … unless you’re sure about her.”
“Right,” I said, knowing I had ruined her life already, quickly realizing I could do it again if I wasn’t careful.
“Wait here,” Daisy said as she hurried away, leaving me alone with hundreds of eyes staring at me, and the hypnotic rhythm of Calista’s laugh grating on my nerves.
“Get back to work!” I shouted a moment later, frustration elevating my tone enough to make everyone flinch and hurry back to their buildings. And as if my voice was all it took to un-stick Calista’s laughter, the sound of her voice faded quickly.
I heard footsteps behind me. I turned in time to see the blonde girl I met in Wonder stop ten feet away, almost like she’d run into an invisible wall. Daisy stopped several feet behind her. In the seconds that followed, I saw a flood of emotions float across the lines on Elise’s face.
At first, her brow furrowed and her neck stiffened, like that moment when you wake up and you aren’t sure if the nightmare you had was real or not. Then her eyes widened just enough to wrinkle her forehead, like she was wishing she had been having a dream because the reality was worse. Finally, her lip curled and her eyes narrowed, almost like she had bitten into something rotten and mealy. I couldn’t blame her for how she felt, especially after what I did.
Elise looked like she did in Wonder, mostly, except for her clothes. Instead of the dress blues of the Wonder training facility, she wore a tailored blue jacket and pants as part of her suit. Her blonde hair was pulled back from her face. She was tall and thin and looked like she could have been a bird in a past life—like all she had to do was extend her arms to get caught up in the cool breeze coming off the water. But for all the things about her that seemed the same, I couldn’t shake the feeling that somehow she looked older, and I didn’t think it was just because of the suit. It looked like whatever had happened to her since she left Wonder had aged her ten years, and I could see it in her eyes.
“Maybe you were expecting to see someone else?” I said, still trying to read her expressions, mostly for signs she might take a swing at me.
The girl locked her knees and crossed her arms, like she was guarding something. “In a thousand years, I never thought I’d ever have to see you again.” Her words torpedoed from her mouth, pounding me in the chest. The girl didn’t have to punch me with her fist to make a point. “Don’t tell me you’ve been reassigned to Bayside,” she added.
“No, nothing like that.”
I saw a flicker of doubt in her eyes. I knew why. As far as Elise knew, once somebody was assigned to one of Calista’s cities, that’s where they stayed. When I lived in New Fields, I never met anyone who had transferred after assignment. And the thought that someone might travel between cities just for a visit was ridiculous. But as quickly as the doubting look came, it vanished. The girl was obviously not all that interested in the mystery of how I was standing in front of her. She scowled, taking a second to look me over. “You look like crap.”
Ignoring the comment, I looked at Daisy. “Give us a few minutes.”
Daisy shrugged and legged her way to the other side of the concrete ring. By the time I looked back at Elise, her look of disgust had morphed into one I almost might have taken for amusement as she toggled her head between me and the sentinel.
“What’s going on here? And who is she?” Elise asked, nodding at the girl.
Most of Calista’s children had never seen a Daisy, and normally, Daisys stayed outside the glass. Even the leggy one on the other side of the park looked like she could knock out a bear with one punch, and it was easy to see why Elise was taking notice. But I knew I couldn’t tell her everything. Not yet. Not until I knew for sure that she wanted to change her life forever. “How’s your mom doing?” I asked, ignoring both of Elise’s questions for the moment.
The girl huffed. “She’s sick, and I’m stuck here. Nothing has changed.”
I could hear the frustration in her voice. I hardly knew the girl standing in front of me, but she had made one thing perfectly clear before she punched me off the bridge—the only reason she wanted to win in Wonder was so she could get back home to be with her mom. I was the reason she was not there. I hoped I could make it up to her. “Calista will let you go back to New Fields.”
Elise blurted out a laugh, then stared at me for a moment after waiting for me to flinch or give her some sign that I was joking. When that didn’t happen, the girl scowled. “You are the worst kind of person, Carter Simms,” she spat. “I should have hit you harder the first time.”
The girl turned on her heel and started marching toward a building. But at some point in our conversation, Daisy had slipped around the outside of the trees ringing the courtyard and stood on the path, blocking her way. Elise quickly glanced back over her shoulder at where the woman had been seconds before, obviously wondering how she could have moved so fast.
“You will not get another chance at this,” Daisy said flatly.
Elise slowly turned around, her eyes lingering on the Daisy before she snapped her head back around to face me. I wasn’t sure if she was more confused, frustrated, or afraid, but she finally opened her mouth.
“Calista is really going to send me home?”
I took a moment to glance over Elise’s shoulder at Daisy, who was already nodding her head. Feeling a little relief and a lot more confident that Calista might actually do what the Daisy said, I answered. “Yes.”
“Today?”
“If that’s what you want.”
Whatever other emotions Elise was feeling, she seemed to be left only with confusion. She lost the edge to her stance. The girl glanced quickly over her shoulder at Daisy and then back at me, maybe expecting one of us to tell her it was all some terrible prank. But a second later, she took a step backward. “I’ll go pack,” she said, almost walking to Daisy before she stopped and marched back to me.
“Why are you doing this?” she said, the scowl returning to her brow.
“Because I owe you. You were doing well in The Lists … you would be back in New Fields right now if it weren’t for me.”
Elise jabbed her finger in my face. “That’s right! I would be.”
The girl marched off and got just past Daisy before she started shaking her head. She turned, now with more frustration in her expression than confusion. I was getting dizzy watching her go back and forth, and even before she started marching back toward me, I knew there was a good chance I was going to get punched again. Still, I held my ground.
“This whole thing stinks, Carter. Especially you,” she added, wincing as she got close. “Why are you here? What’s in this for you?”
I rocked my head. “I’m here because I need your help.”
“There he is!” the girl blurted, stabbing her finger in my face again, an excited jitter running up her back. “The self-centered Carter I knew in Wonder.”
I was already shaking my head. “You get to go back to New Fields whether you help me or not … if you help me out, it might just take you a little longer to get there.”
The girl glanced over her shoulder again at Daisy, as the bot nodded at her. The fact that Elise seemed to trust Daisy, a girl she had never met, over me, was getting annoying. I had to remind myself why that was the case.
“I know I’m going to regret this,” the girl said, shifting her weight. “So, what do we have to do?”
“I don’t know exactly.”
“How long will it take?”
“I don’t know that either.”
The girl flipped her hands in the air at me. “Well, what do you know, Carter?”
I took a breath, even as I gently shook my head. “I know it will be dangerous. I know if you come with me, you will never see the world the same way. Everything you thought you knew about your life will change. You will learn things and see things you may want to forget. You may have to do things and make choices that are terrible. And I also know you will probably regret your decision to come with me before all this is over. But I also know this is important. It may be the most important thing you ever do.”
The girl pursed her lips. “So, you come here looking like you have been living in a compost pit. You tell me nothing except you want me to do something that sounds awful, and you want me to just say yes?”
“Yes.”
The girl looked at me, her blue eyes searching mine. “Who are you?” she asked, almost like she was seeing me for the first time.
I shook my head. “I’m the guy who’s trying to save the world … and I could really use your help.”






  
  3
Breathe


“I can’t believe I’m doing this.” 
I laughed as the girl grumbled. “I’m surprised you’re coming with me, too.”
“I was talking about changing my clothes,” she said with a humph that told me she was either struggling to hike up her pants or pull on her boots, “behind a building, where everyone in Bayside,” she emphasized with another humph, “can see.”
Blocked by trees on one side, the windowless water reclamation building was the perfect place for Elise to hide behind while she changed. Despite her grumbling, there was no way for anyone to see her, including me, so I let the comment slide.
“You couldn’t have let me change in a bathroom or something?”
“You’ve already drawn too much attention to yourself.”
I glanced at Daisy, standing at the corner of the building as she monitored Elise’s progress. She may have been answering Elise’s question, but given she hadn’t looked in the girl’s direction, I guessed she was talking more to me than to her.
Daisy finally glanced over her shoulder at Elise, rolling her eyes as she looked back at me. “The world needs saving, Candidate Rhodes…”
“Fine. I’m ready,” Elise said, strolling around the corner, buttoning up the top of her shirt and then taking a second to check herself out. She had put on the pants, shirt, jacket, field shoes, and hat that Daisy gave her—all were varying shades of green and brown. Other than the blonde ponytail sticking out from the back of her cap, she looked like she would blend into the forest.
“You look ready,” I said.
When Elise said she would help me, Daisy nodded at us to follow her. Nobody said anything, but by the time we got to the reclamation building, there was already a second Daisy waiting for us. She handed Elise a stack of clothes and a stuffed backpack and disappeared without saying a word. Five minutes later, Elise was handing her citizen’s clothes—a neatly folded blue suit and dress shoes—to Daisy. Then the girl picked up her pack. I figured it was full of the same things Hayley gave me when I left Wonder—extra clothes and food. I also figured the bag was bugged, along with all the clothes Elise had just put on. But since there was no way the girl was going to take off her clothes on the other side of the glass just so we could pick tracking tabs out of them, I decided not to worry about it. I even convinced myself that having Calista tracking us might actually be a good thing, given what was going to happen next.
I stepped closer. “You’re sure you want to do this?” I said more than asked. 
The girl shook her head. “No. I don’t want to do this. But you tell me you’re trying to save the world, and what am I supposed to say?”
“You can still make a choice.”
“Let’s do this,” she said, straightening her back.
“Say goodbye to Bayside, Elise.”
Elise looked back over her shoulder through the trees and at the towers beyond. She shrugged as she turned toward me. “There’s nothing for me here.”
“That’s the truth,” Daisy said through a laugh. She was leaning against a tree she had found to shade her from the late afternoon sun. “The girl hasn’t made a friend since she got here.”
Elise crossed her arms. “I do so have friends.”
“Who? Name one.”
“There’s a girl who lives on my floor. We’re friends.”
“Oh, really? What’s her name?”
“Penelope.”
“Her name is Phoebe,” Daisy said, pushing away from her tree. “And walking up twelve flights of stairs every day so you don’t have to ride the elevator with her is a strange way to treat a friend.”
Elise must have been surprised by what Daisy knew because she stood there for a moment before finally closing her mouth. Then she turned back to me. “Like I said, there’s nothing for me here.” Then she turned and started walking toward the center of town.
“Where’re you going?” I called after her.
Elise stopped and flipped her hands in the air as if it should be obvious. “To the coach house.”
I smiled, already looking forward to giving Elise her first surprise of the day. “We don’t need a coach,” I said, waving for her to follow Daisy and me into the trees.
The girl jogged to catch up, but by the time she caught me, we were through the trees and crossing a patch of native grass browning in the late season.
“Then how are we getting wherever it is we’re going?”
We stopped in front of the glass. I held out my hand, taking Elise’s pack from her and slinging it over my shoulder. “Did you ever wonder if what Calista told you was true?”
“Like what?”
“Like any of it. About how the atmosphere is toxic. About how Malium makes the air unbreathable. About how people destroyed the environment. Did you ever wonder if it’s true?”
The girl’s shoulders slumped. “Please don’t tell me she’s been lying about the atmosphere.”
I nodded. “She has … and she’s been lying about a lot of other things, too.” I took Elise’s hand in mine and pushed my other hand—the one with the key embedded in it—through the glass. The energy barrier fractured.
The girl’s eyes popped.
“The world outside the glass isn’t what it seems.” I pushed my arm and then my shoulder through the glass, careful to keep my eyes on Elise, who seemed trapped somewhere between wonder and panic. I caught a glimpse of Daisy walking before she disappeared behind me. Elise glanced over my shoulder just in time to see the woman walk straight through the glass. And with Elise distracted, I pushed the rest of the way through, pulling her through the glass behind me.
Elise held her breath. She looked back at the glass and tried to pull her arm free from my grip, but I held firm. I knew exactly how she was feeling—like she had just committed suicide by accident and wished she could undo what she did. It took a lifetime for Calista to condition Elise to be terrified of the world beyond the glass. It was going to take more than a few seconds for the girl to get over it.
“You can breathe easy, Elise. It’s okay. The air is fine,” I said. The girl’s face was turning red. She started shaking her head, still refusing to breathe. She ripped her arm free of mine and lunged at the glass, but it was solid. Elise slapped the barrier with the palms of her hands. Then she collapsed onto her knees.
I crouched in the grass behind her. “Really, Elise … take a breath.”
“Carter is right. The air is fine.”
Elise turned her head slightly at the sound of Daisy’s voice. The girl was shuddering now, her chest heaving, her cries muffled by her closed lips. And just when I thought she might pass out, I heard the girl suck in air, but slowly, like she was trying to breathe through a straw. Then she sucked in a lungful of air and blurted out a sob a second later.
I took a step back. Elise refused to look at me as she tried to steady her breathing, wiping tears from her cheeks. “You could have given me some warning you were going to do that,” the girl said over her shoulder, her voice cracking as she caught her breath. Her back was still to me, but she stood slowly, bracing her hands on her hips.
“Would it really have mattered if I did? You spent your whole life believing a lie. You think you would have accepted this if I had warned you about it?”
The girl turned slowly. Her cheeks were ruddy, but the calm had returned to her eyes. “Probably not,” she said. Then she pointed her finger at my face. “If you do anything like that again, I’ll break both your elbows.”
I might have been more worried about her strangely specific threat if she hadn’t breathed a sigh of relief a moment later. Then she looked over the ridge of mountains in the distance and then at the ocean, pausing, almost like she was seeing the world for the first time. “Why was she lying about this?” Elise said, obviously talking about Calista.
“That’s a long story,” I said, huffing a laugh.
“And it’s a story for later,” Daisy added quickly, striding back into view. “Phineas is heading this way.”
Elise looked at the sky and shook her head. “Ugh.”
“Who’s Phineas?” I asked.
“He lives in my building. He’s like ten and he has been stalking me since I moved here.”
“He lives in the flat next to yours,” Daisy corrected. “He’s not ten, he’s fifteen, and he has asked you out four times. He must have seen us walking out of the park. I never would have pegged him as the jealous type,” she added, rubbing her chin in thought, “but it seems the boy is smitten with you.”
Elise stared at Daisy for a moment. “Like I said, there’s nothing for me here.”
“In about two minutes, there won’t be anything for him here either.”
“What do you mean?”
“If he sees you through the glass, Calista will have no choice but to erase his memory and send him to Oblivion.”
Elise looked like she was turning green. “Are you serious?”
“No!” Daisy blurted. “But if you insist on loitering, I’ll drag you back in there and force you to attend the fall festival with him … the theme this year is Enchantment Under the Stars … I hear it’s quite romantic.”
I couldn’t help but laugh as the girl’s eyes popped.
“We have to go,” Elise blurted.
“We’re leaving,” I said to Daisy.
“Now, Carter,” Elise called over her shoulder as she headed quickly into the trees. “Right now.”
Daisy cocked her brow. “Back to the city?”
The reminder that the games were just a few days away made my gut flip. Having Elise on my team was going to help our chances. But even as tough a competitor as she was, I knew our chance to win was slim. To even the odds, we were going to need more help. I shook my head, knowing the hardest part of my journey was still ahead.
“No, we can’t go back there yet … there’s one more person we need to find.”






  
  4
Holobomb


“I’m already regretting this decision.” 
I laughed as I grabbed the reins, leading the horse closer to Elise. “It’s easier than it looks.”
“Why can’t we take a coach?”
“I need time to explain things.”
“Maybe I’ll walk.”
I shrugged. “Suit yourself. It took me four days to get here on horseback. It’ll take you twice that long on foot.”
The girl stared at the horse. “Finishing is winning,” she muttered.
“What?”
Elise jerked her head toward me, as if she had momentarily thought she was alone and my voice had startled her. “Nothing,” she said quickly. Then she patted the horse on the side. “How do I get on this thing?”
“I’ll give you a boost,” I said, lacing my fingers together.
Elise put her foot in my hands, pressed herself up, awkwardly swung one leg over the horse and went rigid as soon as she did. The horse shifted its weight underneath her, and I stroked its neck with my hand. “Don’t worry, she’s nicer than she looks.”
“Nice … that’s good … I like nice,” Elise said, a nervous twitch in her voice.
“I was talking to the horse,” I said, holding back my grin.
Elise stared at the back of the horse’s head, obviously more worried about what the horse might do than about what I said. Then it hit her a second later, and she scowled. “Very funny, holobomb,” the girl said, only taking her eyes off the horse for a second.
My grin flickered. “Holobomb? What’s a holobomb?”
“It’s a distraction, Carter,” she said, setting the scowl deeper into her brow. “It’s something Calista puts in her tests to trip you up. Like when you’re in the holoroom and you follow the fluffy bunny because you think it’s going to lead you out of the cave, but it’s really leading you to get eaten by the giant snake.”
I cocked my head. In my four years of testing, I never heard of anyone getting eaten by a giant snake, and the image my mind was conjuring about it made me shiver.
“The bunny is a holobomb. Holobombs deceive you. They are there to trick you. You think they are something good, but they aren’t, and if you pay too much attention to them, you will always end up losing.” The girl’s face and neck had bloomed as red as a sunburn as she rambled. “And I started calling you that because I was tired of muttering obscenities like a crazy person every time I thought about stupid you on that stupid bridge that stupid night my life turned to garbage. You want to know what a holobomb is, Carter? A holobomb is you,” she spat, flicking her finger at me.
I stared at the girl as she sat stiffly, looking at the back of the horse’s head. Part of me wondered if she actually knew she was talking to me—like she had meant for all that to stay in her head, but had blurted it out because she was nervous about being on horseback. But a second later, I had my answer. The girl looked at me and scowled even deeper. “What?”
I shook my head as I flipped Elise the reins.
The girl’s eyes popped. “Where are you going?”
“You have some serious anger issues, Elise,” I said as I swung my leg over the back of my horse.
The blood and the rage seemed to melt out of the girl as she toggled her head between me and her horse. “I have anger issues?”
“Yes. You have anger issues.”
Elise cocked her head and pursed her lips, now seemingly less concerned about where she was sitting and more irritated with what I’d said. “Can you blame me?”
“No,” I said, sitting forward. “But you don’t have to be such a jerk about it.”
The girl huffed. “Okay … maybe I am a little angry.”
I cocked my brow.
“Fine … I’m a lot angry. About a lot of things. And I have been angry for a really long time. But I feel like I’m fighting every day and the fighting never stops. I was fighting to get to Wonder. I was fighting for my mom. I was fighting to get back to New Fields. And then every time I thought I was getting close to winning … something or someone,” she added, flicking her fingers at me, “got in my way. It’s just really, really frustrating.” The girl stirred on the back of the horse, and then she seemed to remember something else as she shook her head at the sky. “You know, I couldn’t even test in Wonder without keeping one eye on the boys, because I could actually feel them trying to see through my clothes.”
I blurted out a laugh, and apparently, in hearing me lighten the mood, the girl couldn’t help but smile.
“You think it’s funny, but it’s true. Do you know how hard it is to compete when you feel like everyone is staring at you?”
I thought about Carnival. The feeling of having a hundred thousand people staring at me—cheering for me—was almost suffocating. And I thought about my first night in the games. My legs felt like they had turned to rubber, and it was all I could do to get my body to move. “Actually, I know exactly how that feels.”
The girl rolled her eyes. Maybe she didn’t believe me. I may not have known what it was like to have girls gawking at me in my workout clothes. But if Elise thought wearing a swimsuit in a room full of candidates was uncomfortable—even if they were all boys—I couldn’t wait to see the look on her face when she had to step in front of a stadium full of people in nothing but a skin-tight comp suit. Just the thought of the girl trying to keep from wetting her pants was enough to make me smile.
“Maybe I was a jerk, but this is going to take some getting used to,” the girl said. “Thirty minutes ago, I thought the air was poisoned and you were the devil … now I’m outside the glass and I’m not dead and you … well … you’re not … horrible.”
“I’m not horrible?”
The girl tried to hold back her smile, but it seemed she was still getting some enjoyment out of insulting me. She shrugged.
I shook my head, guessing that her almost-apology was good enough, given everything that had happened between us from Wonder until then. I brought my horse alongside hers, holding the reins loosely. “To guide your horse, just move its head in the direction you want to go. Left,” I said, gently pulling the reins to the side and letting the horse’s head move with it. “Right,” I said, moving the reins the other way, “and to get it to move, just squeeze it with your heels.”
“Got it,” Elise said, moving the reins as I had.
I spurred my horse gently to walk and heard Elise follow. I glanced over my shoulder now and then to make sure she was okay. The girl didn’t say anything for a while. Given what she had just gone through, I figured I would try to enjoy the
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