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  To those who always hope for a better tomorrow…







  
    
      “There was truth and there was untruth, and if you clung to the truth even against the whole world, you were not mad.”


    

    
      George Orwell, 1984
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  Chapter 1

  
  




I’m a Cobalt.

For a while when I was little, I got some harebrained idea stuck in my head that being a Cobalt meant my blood was cobalt blue, too . . . or blue like the midday sky, the color amplified by the iridescent electrodome surrounding the Tenement that keeps us imprisoned unless the Scarlets require our services outside.

Imagine my surprise when I skinned my knee one morning at the outdoor market and the liquid came oozing out bright red.

My heart thudded against my ribcage in excitement, and instead of crying, I squealed with joy to Mama as she ran to me to see if I was okay. “I’m not a Cobalt . . . I’m a Scarlet!” The words tumbled from my lips.

I’ll never forget the terror bathing her green eyes as her pupils widened into saucers. Before I could utter another word, my ordinarily mild-mannered mother slapped her hand, tattooed with the ever-present three blue identification stripes on the back, over my smiling lips. The quick action dragged my loose, dark curls into my mouth, and the unexpected smack stung way more than the skinned knee ever could have.

Crimson blood oozed down my leg as Mama’s head nearly spun around, almost as if it swiveled freely on her neck. She was scanning the marketplace to see if anyone who mattered had heard my exclamation.

“Tenly!” she growled as if my name were suddenly a swear word. “I’ve told you a thousand times—”

Just the wide-eyed look of panic in her eyes made the pain in my knee burst alive. Tears soaked my six-year-old face as a cry muffled by her palm barely escaped my suddenly trembling lips. Somehow, the way she gripped onto me coupled with her terrified expression burned the horrible experience in my mind.

Every detail.

Luckily, the market was—and still is—a loud place. Stank, too. Kind of like a mix of lingering sulfur from the factories in the Tenement and market produce that is long past its prime.

Cobalts get the Scarlet castoffs and the privilege of paying way too much for them. But that day, like every day since, shoppers dressed in tattered garb bustled around to each stall spending what little untaxed Coinage they’d scraped together for the week. They had to hurry. Time spent in the market meant less time working. Less time working meant less funds to spend at the market.

A lifetime of tired eyes and hungry bellies. A circular pattern.

And then you die.

Mama’s stare landed on a Scarlet sentry not more than ten feet from my unfortunate tumble. He had short, blonde hair and was clad in the typical tan uniform topped off with a red cap like a cherry on an ice cream sundae.

Not that I’ve ever had an ice cream sundae—but I’d seen pictures of Scarlet kids enjoying the gigantic treats covered in colorful fruit sauces.

Lucky devils.

The sentry clutched a large, black gun to his chest, ready for action. If he wanted to, he would have shot a stupid Cobalt kid without asking questions. There were plenty of others to take our place performing cheap labor for rich Scarlets.

And not too many people would care if one of us died anyway.

Fewer mouths to feed. Fewer children screaming in the night that we were hungry.

Fortunately, if you can call it that, the tall guard didn’t notice the scene I nearly created because of the market noise and because he was too busy ogling the pretty red-headed girl shopping at a produce stall. Ignoring us, he strutted toward the waif and grabbed her arm, making the poor thing drop her wooden shopping basket.

The memory of the clacking sound it made when it hit the ground and the prized bunch of wilted carrots tumbled onto the street still sends a shiver up my spine to this day when I think about it.

In seconds, the creep leaned in and whispered something—likely obscene— into her ear. As the minute amount of life that had been there left her eyes, she hung her head dutifully and followed him around the back of a nearby building. It wasn’t until years later that I really knew what went on in the filthy darkness of the alley. But that unlucky girl was too appealing to avoid roaming eyes and dirty minds.

Unknowingly, she saved my hide . . . but in return lost her dignity for probably the umpteenth time.

Because of that girl, to this day I keep my gaze to the ground and make myself as unattractive as possible—wild curls pulled back into a tight bun and a perpetually downcast gaze. But at sixteen when your body suddenly bursts into womanhood, the task gets harder and harder all the time.

And honestly, the Scarlet sentries stuck on lowly duty within the Tenement tend not to be that picky.

I still wish I could find out if that red-headed girl is okay. Probably not since I never saw her again. The extra attractive ones get carted off to some unknown place outside the Tenement—and I’m pretty sure it’s not for a life of leisure or a privilege in any way.

The girl and sentry rounded out of sight as a luxe Scarlet transport craft roared across the sky over the Tenement. Mama reached down and yanked my small frame up off the ashy sidewalk.

That night, Papa and Mama sat at the small table in our apartment with no meal, and I ate little more than a crust of stale bread for supper because no way was Mama going to finish her shopping that morning.

But we were alive, and that’s all that counted.

Still Cobalt, but alive.

If you want to call this existence living.

* * *

While sitting on my bed, I trace over the three blue stripes on the back of my own hand containing my DNA sequence, history, and the history of my Cobalt forebears.

There’s no way to escape the shame of who I am. It’s always on display for all to see.

And the Scarlets don’t seem to care that everyone barely remembers anymore what the difference between the Cobalts and Scarlets even was at one time. I know they couldn’t get along, and things haven’t changed much.

The disagreements got so bad it started a war. The Scarlets won, and shortly afterward, Cobalts were forced into work camps, which became the Tenements. There are four of them, though I’ve never seen anything but Tenement Three. But honestly, with the way people still treat one another—Scarlet or Cobalt—I’m not sure if the outcome was the other way around that circumstances would’ve been different.

Hate took over and consumed both sides. And here we still are, bound by the choices of our ancestors.

Ping.

The small sound comes from the window of my tiny, drab room. A flimsy curtain is pushed to the side, allowing the light of the city to flood the small space, which has barely enough room for my bed and a rickety desk and chair where I do my homework. On the desk is a lifelike pencil drawing of a rose drawn last year and given to me by Kalib, my best friend. A smile tugs at the corners of my lips at the sight of it. He’s a talented artist, not that art holds much value in a place like this.

Ping. The noise comes again from the glass.

My bed creaks as I stand and walk to the window. I pull the glass open and find Kalib leaning against the edge of the fire escape. Eyeing him up and down, I swear that in the last few weeks he must have grown three inches. My best friend is over six feet now. Me? I’m not sure I’ll ever beat five foot four.

“What’s up, Ten?’ he says in a low voice, and his lips quirk up into a sly smile. My gut immediately tells me that he’s up to no good—but what else is new?

We are polar opposites, and I’m not sure why we’ve been friends for so long.

Kalib Fisher lives upstairs and is precisely three hundred and sixty-two days older than me. He’s cute with his scruffy caramel hair and scattering of light freckles over the bridge of his nose—but I try not to think of him that way. Boys get in the way and cause inconveniences like babies.

No babies for me. Ever. I will not be responsible for subjecting another human to this rotten life.

After that horrible day in the market, I made a pact with myself never to get in trouble. My grades are good enough that I might qualify to get out of this hellhole Tenement and be placed in the Cobalt Premier Workforce outside, with the Scarlets. Perhaps I could get a governess job with a wealthy Scarlet family. I wouldn’t see my parents again . . . or Kalib . . . but maybe that life would be better than starving.

Kalib thinks of me as a sister anyway, so I don’t need to worry about him.

“Oh, you know.” I climb out over the rusted windowsill onto the grate of the fire escape. “Just getting ready for the five-course dinner Mama prepares every night.”

His hazel eyes widen in feigned interest, and he rubs his belly covered by his stained white T-shirt. “Mine was six courses tonight. Dessert and everything.”

“Chocolate cake?” I gasp.

We have a running joke to outdo each other with fake meals for entertainment.

He shakes his head and licks his lips. “You know it. Is there anything else?”

Even though my taste buds must know by now that chocolate cake is never on the menu, my mouth waters anyway. “Save me any?”

Kalib scoffs and waves me away dismissively. “Are you kidding me? I ate every last crumb! Licked the plate clean.”

I chuckle and join him at the railing. “Jerk! I knew I never liked you.”

He grabs my arm, pulls me into a rough friend-hug, and tousles my hair before releasing me. As he does, I give him a quick jab in the shoulder.

He grabs the attack spot and rubs it as if in pain. “You watch it, or I won’t give you this.”

“What?” I mutter as I turn and glance out over the city. Smoke wafts from the ever-running factories and spreads like fog over the inside of the electrodome before the technology absorbs the pollution to keep it from spilling out to Carmine, the massive Scarlet city and its surrounding suburbs. My favorite classes have anything to do with science, so I know from my studies that stars exist in the sky outside the dome, but we can’t see them.

Kalib reaches into his pants pocket and pulls out a small, shiny, gold-wrapped package and holds it out to me over the railing. “For you.”

My eyes widen, and I snatch it from his palm, staring at the treasure in the distorted moonlight.

“Where’d you get that!” The sweet, roasted aroma of the confection seeps from its thin confines. A chocolate candy. “It would cost a day’s wages!”

I have had chocolate a total of one time in my entire life. For some reason, the mayor came to Papa’s transportation assembly factory when I was ten and gave out candy pieces to a few workers. Instead of eating it, Papa saved his and brought it home to me.

Kalib waggles his eyebrows and his lips quirk into a crooked smile.

In shock my mouth falls open and my mouth goes dry as old bread. “Did you steal it?”

“Would you care if I did?”

A gunshot goes off in the distance . . . probably a Cobalt who did something to break the rules and paid for it with his life. I grit my teeth and gulp.

Of course I care, and Kalib knows this! I shove the contraband back into his hands. “No way, Kalib! You take it back! Tomorrow I’ll be seventeen and I can finally apply for the CPW. I won’t be caught with stolen goods and ruin my chances!”

Kalib presses his lips together while his eyebrows practically knit me a sweater. “You know I’m much more likely to get caught returning it than just eating it and getting rid of the evidence.” He presents the rare treasure to me again. “I got it for your birthday, anyway.”

I examine the precious golden wrapper for too long but finally shake my head. Despite my mouth still watering at the thought of the sweet, smooth, delectable chocolate on my tongue, I push his hand away. “No!”

Kalib rolls his eyes and unwraps the crinkly paper. “You sure?”

My chest tingles with every crackle. “I am not eating that. You shouldn’t either! You could get in big trouble,” I implore and twist at a lock of my curls.

With a grunt, he pops the candy into his mouth despite my warning.

I stare, mouth agape, as he chews the treat slowly, closes his eyes, and moans as if he’s having some sort of moment he should be experiencing in private. “Mmm . . . caramel.”

“Go home, Kalib.” I scoff and turn away, jealousy ripping my stomach in two.

He gulps down the candy and smacks his lips. “You’re no fun, Tenly Hawkins.”

“And you’re a criminal,” I scold and gaze out over the city again. “Someday—”

“Someday, nothing,” he interrupts. “There’s only today. You know this.”

I bring my attention back to him. “You could come with me tomorrow and apply for the CPW. You never put in your application last year; this is your final chance. There could be more . . .” I trail off. I don’t know why I even mentioned the exam. Kalib being on the outside could risk my chances of success in the Cobalt Premier Workforce program.

“Tenly, you know the CPW doesn’t allow my kind—too much trouble on my record. And there’s not more anything—not in the Tenement and definitely not on the outside.”

“There could be more for me out there.” I point out over the railing toward the edge of the electrodome.

Kalib’s lips form a thin line. “I can only hope you’re right. But anyway, I can’t take the test since I have to work tomorrow. If I don’t work, then my family doesn’t eat.” He lets out a long, exasperated breath. “Enjoy your five-course meal.” He stuffs the wrapper in his pocket and swings over to the fire escape ladder to climb up to the apartment where his mom and big sister Kayla live. His pop died in a factory accident five years ago.

There was no investigation.

I reach for my best friend and touch his arm. Despite his recklessness, just touching his warm skin makes me feel safe . . . valid. “Make sure you burn the wrapper.”

“Will do. See you tomorrow.” Kalib’s lips stretch into a sad smile.

I chuckle. “You just said there’s only today.”

He shrugs and raises a brow. “Maybe we’ll get lucky.” He hesitates, and his Adam’s apple bobs as he gulps. “I’d really like you to skip the interview tomorrow, and then you could just stay here—with me.”

Strange heat flushes my chest as Kalib fixes on me with intense hazel irises. He’s never looked at me like that before. My mouth goes dry and I barely get out, “I . . . I have to try, Kalib. The CPW program has been my dream forever.”

He sighs and averts his gaze to the ladder again. “I know. My dreams are just different than yours.”

Gulping down my discomfort and saying nothing, I watch as he grasps then climbs the rungs to his floor. The metal echoes as he swings over to his fire escape landing. Then my best friend disappears into his room through the open window above.








  
  
  Chapter 2

  
  




As I stand on the iron platform and gaze out over the city, the sting of a headache pulses at the back of my neck. I rub at the skin several times and twist my head from side to side in a failed attempt to relieve the pain. With a scoff at Kalib’s shenanigans, I throw my hand onto my hip as I stand exposed in the open air. To my left, the sounds of a couple fighting inside their unit meet my ears and send a chill up my spine.

I can’t let myself get off track in thinking about Kalib too much . . . or chocolate, for that matter. My best friend has made his choices. If he would focus more, he could have a chance at getting out of the Tenement too . . . goodness knows that he’s smart enough. Instead, he chose a life of trying to get ahead through shortcuts.

The headache bites at the nape of my neck again and zips into my skull.

Resigned that I can’t solve Kalib’s issue tonight or any night, I crawl through my open window and pull the glass shut. It sticks a tiny bit against the track and doesn’t close all the way. A too-loud sigh escapes my lips as I turn and make the few steps across my room past my messy desk. I open my door to reveal the darkened hall. Saving energy is important because leaving needless lights on means we might have to skip even a measly breakfast.

Clicking comes from the kitchen where Mama is still preparing dinner. On the way to her, I grab some aspirin tablets from the hall, pop them in my mouth, and swallow without water. A bitter taste coats my tongue and instantly I decide that the sans-water choice was poor on my part.

Kalib got chocolate and I get medicine mouth. But I guess I did that to myself. I could have eaten the confection. No one would know. Our DNA tattoos store a lot of information, but food intake doesn’t seem to be something the Scarlets monitor.

But I don’t want to take chances that suddenly food becomes important and eating a piece of stolen chocolate ends up on my permanent record.

With regret I shake my head. Maybe I’m just too stubborn.

I check the living room for Papa, who’s forever going over paperwork late into the night from his management duties. But the beat-up green wool upholstered chair he always sits in is empty.

“Where’s Papa?” I call as I approach the kitchen, checking my watch. 6:45 p.m. He’s always home by now, even after the longest days. There’s another manager on the night shift who takes over at six.

Inside the kitchen Mama stands by the dining table, still wearing her olive hued uniform dress that hits her calves. Her shoulder-length brown hair skims her collarbone. Even though hard work has weathered her face more than it should at only thirty-seven, it’s still obvious by her high cheekbones and symmetrical features that she was once quite beautiful.

Apparently lost in her own world, she’s humming some simple tune I’ve never heard—likely made up since natural musical talent, which she failed to pass on to me, seems to run in her veins.

With potholders to protect her hands, she places a breadcrumb-topped casserole onto the table where plates, silverware, and napkins are already set. She doesn’t answer my question.

I wave my hand and eventually catch her attention.

The corners of Mama’s lips turn up into a tired smile. “Oh, hi, honey.”

“Where’s Papa?” I ask again.

“Oh, he popped in but told me that he’s got something to take care of before dinner.” She scoops a portion of what appears to be tuna casserole onto her and my plates before sitting in her chair.

Her share is decidedly smaller than mine and I give her the eye to show that I’ve noticed, but she fails to acknowledge my nonverbal scolding. I know she saw it, but it won’t do any good for me to press the matter.

“He said to start without him,” she says.

I pull out my chair and quickly grab my water glass to take a swig and relieve the back of my mouth of aspirin bitterness. “You think Papa’s errand might have to do with my birthday tomorrow?”

Mama chuckles. “It just might.”

Even in the darkest of times, Papa always has done something for my birthday. None of his gifts ever costs much Coinage, but he has always put so much thought into making me feel special. A slight pang of guilt zips through my middle at the thought of leaving my parents here to suffer in the Tenement, but they’ve never been anything other than supportive of my dream of joining the CPW. Living on the outside will be hard work, and I have no illusions that I’ll somehow be respected out there . . . Cobalts aren’t respected anywhere. But the CPW program guarantees three full, nutritious meals a day, and it would be nice to have a bit of meat on my bones.

I glance at my thin wrists just below my blue ID tattoo, signaling my forever underweight frame. If only I could send a few of those meals back to Mama and Papa. All I’ll be allowed are a handful of carefully overseen letters to them each year, and no packages.

Outside a siren wails, bringing me back into the present. I cast aside the sad thought, eye my mother, and smile. “Well, this year is extra special. Not only am I turning seventeen, but I get to take the CPW test. On the same day, no less.” With gusto I shove a way-too-big bite of tuna casserole into my mouth. The savory flavors of the tuna, the one non-fake meat we have around here, sauce, noodles, and peas burst in my mouth. Canned tuna is cheap; peasant food like tuna casserole must not be in huge demand by the Scarlet elite.

I don’t know why. Tuna casserole is amazing. But honestly, everything is amazing when you never quite get enough.

I look up to Mama, who puts down her fork and stares at me with watery eyes.

“What?” I ask, my mouth still filled with food.

“You’ve grown up in the blink of an eye.”

“Oh, Mama. Stop it.” I swallow my food. “Everyone grows up.”

Her lips form a flat line. “I know that, but I just didn’t think it would be so fast. Then I blocked out the fact you were probably going to be leaving.”

I place my fork down and nervousness swirls in my stomach. “We’ve talked about this. You and Papa have been fine with my joining the program.”

Mama sniffs back her tears and waves her hand at the air dismissively. “I’m not trying to stop you.” She cups my jaw and cheek with her palm. “You are one of the most intelligent students at your school. It would be a total waste to keep you here in the Tenement working at some factory. If going to the outside is your dream, then that’s what I want you to do. It’s just that I’m going to miss you so much.”

Without warning, tears erupt from my eyes and I lean my face into her touch. “Oh, Mama!” My gaze drops to the dish in the middle of the table. “At least there will be more tuna casserole for you and Papa!”

Mama bursts out laughing and pats my cheek. “Oh, my girl, you are something else.”

Without hesitation, I scoop a spoonful of my meal and plop it on her plate.

“That’s your dinner,” she insists.

“I want you to get used to having more.” A chuckle escapes my lips and I quickly dive into my remaining dinner before it gets cold.

Thankfully, Mama accepts the share I returned to her, and we eat in silence for what seems like forever before a clicking sounds at the front door.

“Is that you, Nathaniel?” Mama calls but doesn’t get up.

“Yep, Annalise,” Papa says in his baritone voice. Seconds later he sticks his bearded face around the corner. Over the last couple of months, he’s begun to grow his hair a bit longer. It’s dark and wavy, nearly curly like mine, and it curls up on the back of his neck. The gleam in his eye gives away the fact that he has something for me.

“There’s my birthday girl.” Papa smiles from ear to ear.

“Tomorrow is my birthday. You know this,” I say as I scrape my plate of the last bits of food.

Papa steps into the kitchen with a small brown sack in hand. I glance at Mama, and she’s smiling. She’s in on this too.

He pulls out his chair and has a seat while Mama serves him his dinner portion, only slightly larger than the one I initially received. He won’t complain either.

“Of course I know that it’s tomorrow. Your birth was the best day of our lives,” Papa says. “But we wanted to give you this tonight, kind of as a good luck token for the exam. I have to leave for work early in the morning and I may not see you before you leave.” He hands me the bag.

I gingerly take it, the rough paper grazing my fingertips. Anxiously, I waver my attention between my parents and then open the bag. Inside I find a small black box covered in velvet and pull it out. Just holding the expensive-looking box, I gaze up to Mama and Papa again. The box itself is beautiful . . . then, if there were an actual gift inside?

My heart pounds against my rib cage.

“Open it, sweetie,” Mama says.

I return my attention to the box and crack it open. The back hinge pops and before me, in the palm of my hand, is the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen: a gold heart attached to a delicate golden chain. My lip begins to quiver as I stare at it, mesmerized. “You can’t afford this,” I mumble.

“No, no we can’t,” Papa says. “Thankfully, we didn’t have to. That pendant and chain have been in your mother’s family for generations.”

“Why haven’t I ever seen it?” I ask.

“Years ago I asked your father to hide it in the safe at work,” Mama admits. “I didn’t feel like it was secure here at home. But with you probably leaving—”

“I have to pass the exam first.”

Papa scoffs. “You know that you will pass the exam. You are everything the CPW wants.”

“But with you leaving,” Mama continues. “We wanted you to have it.”

I carefully remove the necklace from its display and study it. The small golden heart glimmers under the overhead kitchen light.

Mama holds out her hand. “Here, let me put it on you. Hold up your hair.”

I drop the chain into her palm, and she stands. Obeying her request, I reach under my hair with both hands and pull the dark curls up and out of her way. Mama places the chain around my neck and clasps it at the back.

She steps around to my front and examines me. “Beautiful. My mama gave it to me when I was seventeen, too.”

I touch the tips of my fingers to the pendant, and the corners of my lips pull into a smile.

“Now, you know that you should not flaunt it, Tenly. Some people might become jealous.” Papa’s words pull me slightly from my reveling.

“Of course, Papa. I’ll keep it out of sight under my blouse.” I tuck the necklace inside and try not to allow the warning to reduce my joy.

“Happy birthday, sweetie,” Papa says, finally beginning to eat his casserole, which must be well past lukewarm by this point.

After the meal is done, we all clean the dishes and put away the leftovers. Papa invites us to a rowdy game of charades, and all in all, I’d chalk the celebration up to a perfect pre-birthday evening.

But by the end, Papa is back to his chair and likely in for a late night of paperwork, and the smile he graced us with earlier is replaced by pinched lips and even a few scowls here and there.

“Sleep well, Tenly.” Mama doesn’t wait up for him and bids me goodnight. Again, she admires the pendant. “I always loved it and looked forward to the day I’d pass it on to you.”

“Thank you.” I give her a sincere squeeze, then make my way down the hall.

Back in my room, I don’t even turn on the light. For tonight, I just allow the luminescence of the city to stream through my window, over my bed, and across my desk, piled high with books used to study for the test tomorrow.

“You’re ready, Tenly. You can do this.” Suddenly, I realize that my headache has completely disappeared.

With my eyes growing sleepy from the long day, I quickly change from my shirt and pants into pajamas. After that, I set my sights on the bed and welcome the sleep I know should come quickly, despite my excitement for the morning.

I pull back the covers and stop. Lying on the sheet is a piece of paper . . . with a carefully drawn portrait . . . of me.

I reach for it and examine the skill that was involved. My hair is down and my curls loose in the image. The rare smile I only share with a trusted few twists at the corners of my lips. The details are fine . . . almost gentle, tender. As if they were drawn with the utmost care.

Love, if I dare to admit it.

At the bottom, the portrait is signed by the artist—familiar initials of the scoundrel who apparently broke into my room while I was eating dinner, K.F.—and below that is the handwritten scrawl:

Happy birthday, Tenly. Good luck tomorrow.
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Click.

My eyelids snap open to the sound of my door swinging open and my mother’s familiar footsteps tapping on the worn linoleum floor toward my bed. Through the blur, the pink of sunrise washes over my dingy white walls.

“Time to get up,” she says, but I don’t look her way yet.

My insides seem frozen with the thought that today is actually the day.

“What’s this?” she inquires.

I finally turn my head toward her, then sit up and see what she’s holding. “Oh, Kalib’s birthday gift.”

She shakes her head at the pencil drawing. “He has an amazing talent. It’s too bad most of it sits unused.”

Unless you have an artistic skill that the Scarlets can exploit, art is never going to be a real part of one’s life in the Tenement. Kalib’s mother and sister are excellent seamstresses who design and sew high fashion gowns for the Scarlet elite. I’ve seen the scattered creations around their apartment. They work for pennies on luxuries that are likely sold for a lifetime of Cobalt wages.

For that very reason, Kalib has always kept his talent to himself, only sharing it with a select few. One of those people being me. He never wants his skill to be exploited or to be forced to do something he loves so much that he begins to resent it.

So instead, all the Scarlets see in Kalib is muscles . . . a young man who can do heavy labor in the factories. I hope, for his sanity, that his job eventually develops into more than that. Despite his moral shortcomings, he’s a hard worker and shows up on time daily.

“I think art is Kalib’s private escape,” I say.

“I’m sure you’re right.” Mama smiles and places the portrait back on my desk where I’d put it last night. “But right now it’s time for you to get up and escape to school, birthday girl. You don’t want to be late for the CPW exam.”

I check my watch and realize that I only have forty-five minutes before I need to be in my seat. “Why’d you wait so long to wake me?” I throw off my sheet and scramble for my tiny closet. Inside hangs my navy school uniform shirt and skirt. I rip them from the hanger.

Mama chuckles. “What? Does it suddenly take you more than fifteen minutes to get ready? You’ll be fine, and I thought you could use the extra sleep. Now, I’m off to work, and as he said, your papa is already gone. We’ll see you tonight and you can share your good news.”

Clothes in hand, I twist her way. “It is going to be good news, right?”

Mama scoffs. “Since when are you so unsure of yourself?”

“Since I turned seventeen?”

She pats me on the shoulder and straightens my heart charm necklace around my neck. “I’ll see you tonight.”

* * *

The street bustles with people on foot or riding bikes. Most are likely headed to work or school since everything around here starts early and runs late. Above us, the rundown buildings loom over my head, their age in contrast to the large, sleek media screens playing continuous Scarlet public service announcements that mainly consist of telling Cobalts about their valuable place in society in service of the Scarlets.

People hear it enough times, maybe they start to believe it.

Most of the speaking is done by President Nelson or one of his advisors, but occasionally our mayor, Maya Lark, has something to say . . . and if the Scarlets love any Cobalt, she’s the one. The lack of waves she makes on our behalf ensures we continue our lives of servitude. She’s been mayor ever since I can remember.

But I barely even see or hear the announcements anymore.

In my bag, alongside my schoolbooks, I have a lunch consisting of half a chicken-flavored protein sandwich and a tiny green apple. At least there’s leftover tuna casserole to look forward to tonight. I’m not really sure why I brought my books since I’ll only be taking the CPW exam and won’t be attending any classes.

But old habits . . .

As I weave through the pedestrians, I run my hand over my tightly pulled-back hair to make sure all the wild curls have remained hidden inside the low bun at the nape of my neck. All secure.

Quickly I return my attention to my destination and spot a Scarlet sentry up ahead.

A curse whispers under my breath. Not today.

But my demeanor and lowered head are always meek, so none of them ever pay attention to me.

I fall in line. Do as I’m told.

Part of me would like to behave differently, but being obedient ensures I get the opportunities I want, and that’s more important than a fleeting moment of happiness.

On impulse, I graze my fingers over the heart necklace hidden under my uniform shirt and increase my pace to pass the guard as quickly as I can. But before I can put any real distance between us, he clears his throat, and my heart nearly leaps into mine.

“Girl.” The word is low and curt.

Instinct tells me to run, but logic grounds me into reality. If I bolt, I look guilty of something, and sentries rarely ask questions around here if one appears at fault. Instead I stop and turn to him. The man must be in his twenties; he’s stocky and built a bit like a tank. My gaze moves from his angular features to the red hat on his head and then to the darkened alley behind him. He positioned himself in this spot on purpose.

“Yes, sir?” I steel myself.

He gives me an awful, toothy smile that sends terror up my spine and ignites that same headache I had last night.

“Where are you headed?” The guard grips tighter on the weapon slung over his shoulder, likely to remind me who’s in charge and what might happen if I don’t answer his questions.

Nervously, I peer down at my uniform. “School, sir. I’m taking the CPW exam today.” I’m not sure why I tell him the last part, maybe in hopes that it will somehow soften him enough to let me go on.

But apparently the statement does quite the opposite.

The guard’s brow furrows in thought and he narrows his green eyes into slits. “Ah . . . a smart Bluey.”

Bluey.

As if being called a Cobalt isn’t derogatory enough.

“Um,” I mumble. “I’m going to be late, sir, if I don’t get to my appointment.” I edge slightly back to the street and catch the eye of a woman passing. Time seems to slow to a crawl, and by her bitten lip, it’s apparent that she knows what’s going on, but instead of doing anything about it, she lowers her chin and hustles to get as far away from us as possible.

Don’t make a scene. Keep yourself safe.

I know that is her internal dialogue because the same script has played in my mind and influenced my actions probably hundreds of times.

Too many times.

My heart thuds against my chest as the guard’s firm hand grasps my upper arm. “Don’t worry . . . this will only take a moment and I think will give you some good luck in your exam, Bluey.” The sentry’s words sound very far away as if he’s speaking them from the bottom of an empty tin can Mama dumped peas from to make dinner.

My mind flashes back to the day I skinned my knee in the market and the pretty redhead was ordered into the back alley by another red-capped sentry.

Today it’s my turn to confirm what happens in the shadows.

My knees nearly give, but instead I lock them and steel myself. I still have my goals, and I refuse to let this trash steal those from me. I’ll give him what he wants and get to my appointment on time. If I fight . . . I might not get anywhere again.

Before I know it, he’s pulling me toward the darkness . . .

Blam.

The sound of an explosion knocks me back into real time, and the comm attached to the sentry’s belt bursts with someone’s voice ordering him to the incident. The scum locks eyes with me and thrusts me to the ground.

He spits several foul words at me, then finishes with, “I hope you fail your exam and are stuck in this hellhole until you die.” The guard spins on his heels and leaves me on the ground.

Still in shock, I lift my stinging hands. Red striations from the rough ground cover my palms, but there’s no time to worry about such things. I need to move before I’m late or that coward returns. I push myself up, hitch my bag up on my shoulder, and ensure my hair is still tightly secured in my bun.

Still good.

Then, as if nothing ever happened, I exit the alley.

No one notices my reemergence since most eyes are trained north to the plume in the sky, apparently from the explosion, wafting toward the electrodome. Not that bombings happen every day, but they are never completely unexpected. People don’t like living in the Tenement, and not all of them can be expected to keep their heads down.

I have no time for these things, though. Because that horrible sentry was right about one thing. This place is a hellhole.

But I won’t die here . . . I’m getting out.

* * *

The bell rings just as I slide into one of the last seats in the stark classroom with small windows. I drop my book bag from my shoulder, and it lands with a thunk on the floor. Quickly, I scan the room where maybe thirty graduates wait to take the exam at their desks. A few are familiar because I’ve had classes with them over the years, but I tend to keep to myself, so I’d call none of them friends. The students who graduated last year take the test at a second location in this same building.

In the middle of each desk is a white box with directions written on the top.

Do not touch until instructed to do so.

I stare at the statement for a moment when a man who must be a Scarlet breezes through the door.

“Students,” he announces when he arrives at the front of the classroom. He’s not in uniform, but his fine black pinstriped suit and thin red tie give his status away. No one in the Tenement has the kind of Coinage to afford a suit like that.

The room goes quickly silent; we all know not to mess around when it comes to Scarlets for any reason but especially not during our CPW exam. I fold my hands on my lap, put my terrible morning behind me, and wait for what he has to say next.

“I’m sure you are all quite excited to be here. Joining the Cobalt Premier Workforce is a great honor.” He clasps his hands behind his back and walks down the aisle, then back to the front. “You may call me Mr. Smith if you have any questions.”

As soon as he says it, a blonde girl two rows over throws her hand in the air. I don’t know her, but there are several other schools in the Tenement, so she might be from one of them. Honestly, I think she must have a death wish since I’d never jump in that fast with a Scarlet before I’d felt out the situation, regardless of how many questions I had about the box sitting in front of me.

“Put your hand down, miss,” Mr. Smith says curtly, but he doesn’t have the condescending tone that most Scarlets use. Which is surprising since Scarlets don’t seem to enjoy being in the Tenement much. “I’ll answer any questions you may have at the end of my instructions.”

She inhales nervously and drops her hand to her desk, probably just now realizing her potentially stupid impulse.

The man glances around. “Now, where was I? Oh yes, the exam. First off, there are a total of sixty-seven applicants, thirty-five in this location and thirty-two down the hall. We only have ten spots available this year since the program’s funding has been cut.”

The way his voice drops off on the last part of his sentence makes me believe that he’s actually disappointed. Go figure. The revelation also tightens my chest. In the past they’ve accepted around twenty-five, meaning my chances are significantly reduced.

“There is a box in front of each of you that you may now pick up and open. I’m quite sure that this Scarlet way of testing will be quite foreign to each of you, but that’s part of the exam. If you pass and relocate outside of the Tenement, there will be little time for adjustment. We need to know that you have the ability to quickly absorb and use information that you’ve never been presented with before.”

Everyone reaches to open their boxes. Inside each is some kind of tech shaped like a curved white band with silver trim. A small piece of hinged glass is just to the right of the middle.

Mr. Smith continues, “When I instruct, you will place the band onto your forehead, just above your eyes. Once you adjust it to a comfortable fit, then flip down the glass viewer and relax. Through your DNA-chipped hand tattoo, the band will gather information on your current physical and mental health. Then the exam will begin. You will go into a state of half consciousness, and the band will interface with your brain. At the completion of the exam, you will not remember your experience, but the band will automatically access your score. This technology saves a tremendous amount of time and is extremely effective.”

I lick at my lips and realized that my tongue has gone as rough as sandpaper. What can they see when they’re in my mind? Will they know what happened to me on the way to school? Will they see about Kalib’s stolen chocolate? My hands go sweaty, and I push them over my cotton skirt. I dare not be obvious, but from the corner of my vision I can spot the worried, shifting body language of several of the other students, too.

We were not told about this testing method beforehand, and I’m guessing no one in the Tenement knew because, if all participants forget about it, then we can’t spread the word.

Mr. Smith speaks again. “In case you are wondering, the entire experience is perfectly safe, but I understand that this level of technology is not a part of your Cobalt culture. If anyone would like to leave at this point, they are welcome to do so. You will simply see my assistant”—he gestures to another man in the back of the room—“and he will administer medication that will allow only selective memories of the information concerning the nature of the testing.”

One of the desk legs squeaks behind me, and I twist to look. A boy stands and asks to be excused. Several others follow his lead, including the blonde girl who’d raised her hand at the beginning. They are quickly escorted from the room, leaving the number of participants five lighter than before.

They came this far and gave up so easily?

“Is there anyone else?” Mr. Smith offers.

A small part of me wants to stand up and head for the door, just like the others. But the other part is the girl who was willing to be pulled into a back alley and not make waves because she knew doing so might make her lose her dreams.

No one else moves.

“Very well,” Mr. Smith says. “Any questions?” He waits for a moment.

I know I probably have a million, but I don’t dare ask. If I do, I just might change my mind.

Mr. Smith claps his hands together. “For those who stayed, your odds of becoming a part of the Cobalt Premier Workforce have risen. Please remove your headsets and position them.”

Without hesitation I do just that.
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The next thing I know, I’m sitting at my desk with the man who I seem to remember being named Mr. Smith at the front of the classroom. Everything after he introduced himself and told us there would only be ten spots available this year is pretty fuzzy.

The box and whatever was inside it is gone.

Outside the window, it’s much darker than when I arrived. The room is also much emptier than it had been. Instead of thirty or so, now there are only six of us. Is it night already? Did we already take the exam?

And by the bewildered looks on the faces of the remaining students, they have no clue what’s going on either.

Click.

The door opens and another man in a similarly costly suit as Mr. Smith steps in. Behind him, several other young people file into the room—and the last one is someone I never expected.

Kalib. What’s he doing here?

Instead of being happy to see him, my mouth goes dry.

We catch gazes, and I do my best to question him with my eyes and a raise of my brow. But he only licks his lips and turns his attention to the desk his leader is pointing him to, three rows over from me.

My mind races. Why has everyone left? And Kalib is supposed to be at work . . . or maybe home now since it seems to be so late. I check my watch. 7 p.m. I’ve been here for the entire day!

Mr. Smith clears his throat and I snap my gaze to him. “Now that everyone has arrived, I can inform you that the ten of you have all passed the Cobalt Premier Workforce exam.” He spreads his arms with palms up. “Congratulations! Welcome to life outside the Tenement.” Mr. Smith smiles as each student’s expression moves from puzzled to something close to happiness . . . but not quite there yet.

“I understand you are probably confused by your lack of recent memory, but the testing is quite proprietary, and we cannot allow any form of cheating,” Mr. Smith says. “Therefore, your memories of taking the actual exam have been eliminated. But don’t worry, our Scarlet scientists have perfected the process, and the memory loss is extremely specific.”

A dark-skinned boy next to my desk slowly raises his hand.

“Yes?” Mr. Smith asks.

“So . . . what you’re telling us is we passed the exam,” the boy asks.

I’m glad he asked, because even though Mr. Smith just said those words, I can’t quite believe what I heard either.

Mr. Smith nods and maintains his surprisingly patient demeanor. “And you will be leaving for your assignments first thing in the morning.”

In the morning? I swing my head around to Kalib, but he’s looking straight ahead. From what I’d always been told, we would have a week to prepare and say our goodbyes. Now we don’t even have twenty-four hours?

“Your DNA chips within your tattoos have already been programmed with your exit information, and your schools and places of employment will be informed of your immediate withdrawal. There is nothing on your end to do for this.” Mr. Smith paces with his arms crossed over his chest. “When you arrive at City Hall in the morning, there will be another check-in process, and you will pass through to Carmine. After this, you will board a transport and be on your way to a new life.”

The other man approaches my desk and drops a packet with the words Welcome to the Cobalt Premier Workforce printed on the front. He continues to pass out one to each student.

“Inside the packet are basic instructions on what to take with you and how communications with your families will occur from here on out. It will be limited, but each of you already knew that when you decided to enroll in the program.”

The boy who asked the question before asks another, and two other students ask questions before the session is wrapped up. But I fail to get even one in since my brain is still stuck on Kalib’s presence here and the fact that I’m leaving my family tomorrow.

“Once again, congratulations,” Mr. Smith says. “You are dismissed. Please refer to your packet for any other concerns.”

I grab my book bag from the floor, just now remembering that I have a sandwich inside that I’m positive is way past its prime. As I stand, I hike the strap onto my shoulder and then follow the other, still wide-eyed students from the room as I tuck my information packet inside the main compartment. The hall is empty except for us, and I make for the front exit.

“Tenly,” Kalib calls in a low tone and grabs my arm. The action yanks me back to what happened this morning with the horrible Scarlet sentry. My heart jumps and quickly I pull from him.

“What are you doing here?” I demand under my breath to keep my words from the other students.

Kalib rakes his hand through his hair. “Last night I changed my mind. I decided to try for the program.”

I narrow my eyelids at him. “You have never once shown interest in taking the exam.” I lower my voice further as one of the students passes from behind us. “And your record.”

Kalib furrows his brow. “You were the one who told me I still had a chance last night.”

“I’d forgotten about your record . . . and anyway I just said it to be nice.” I instantly regret these words when his eyes widen with sadness. All his typical bravado is gone. I sigh and take his arm. “I didn’t mean that. Let’s go outside.”

He lets out a long breath. “That’s a good idea.”

We file out in silence after the last of the small group. As much as it pains me to waste food, I reach into my bag to retrieve and toss the likely spoiled sandwich into a nearby trash can.

Somehow this moment is not at all as I expected it to be. I thought if I passed the exam, I’d be relieved . . . elated. But instead stress churns at my gut as we reach the darkened street and everyone else disperses.

Pedestrians still make their way down the sidewalks and the buses are still running, so it’s not that late.

Kalib scans around as if he’s looking for someone and then returns his attention to me. “We should get home. I’m sure that dinner is ready for both of us by now.” He starts to walk, and I follow.

“I need to know why you were here, Kalib. And how in the world did you pass the exam? I’m actually surprised that I made it in. Especially when that Mr. Smith said there’d only be ten spots this year.”

He scoffs. “You know you were always a shoo-in.”

“But you?”

“Honestly,” he admits. “I decided to do it on a whim . . . last night when I brought down your gift and left it in your room. I never thought I was actually going to pass the exam but figured I’d regret it if I didn’t try. What you said . . . that maybe there could be something else . . . out there . . . kept rolling in my mind.”

Confusion twists at my brain as I recall the look in Kalib’s eyes last night when he’d asked me not to take the test. He wanted something more . . . for me to stay with him here. “It still doesn’t add up.”

“Why?” He stops and turns my way. “I work hard . . . I got good grades. You and I both know that I’m as good as any Scarlet.”

“Kalib, you’re my best friend and I’m truly sorry for what I said back there. Of course you’re as good as any Scarlet . . . better. You’re an amazing person. But I’ve done everything to fall in line for years . . . Not that I remember anything about the actual test, but I’m sure the qualifications were stringent. I don’t have one mark on my record. There’s no way you could have passed.”

“Are you saying I cheated?”

I cast my gaze to the ground and kick at a pebble before returning my attention to him. I have no idea how he could have cheated.

“How could I cheat, Ten?” He looks me straight in the eyes. “You even said, you don’t even remember taking the test?” Kalib throws back his shoulders and starts walking again in silence. We don’t speak another word until we arrive at the stoop of our building.

“I thought you might be happy to know that you weren’t in this alone,” he finally says.

I pause in thought before I say a word. “I am. Truly. But this is so overwhelming . . . I mean, we’re leaving tomorrow morning.”

“I know. I’m not sure how my mom and sister are going to take it. That I actually passed.”

I lean into him. “Did they even know you were taking the test?”

He nods. “I told them this morning. They thought I was crazy.”

We enter the front door and climb the stairs to my floor. My mind races with too many thoughts to properly ask him any more questions. When we arrive at my landing, I quickly turn and pat Kalib on the shoulder. “Well, then I’ll guess I’ll see you first thing tomorrow.”

Kalib gives me a weak smile and stuffs his hands into his pockets. “See you then. Oh, and happy birthday.”

I give him a weak smile and for some reason don’t thank him for the portrait he drew of me. With a head bob and guilt churning in my middle, I hustle to my unit and let myself in with a key from my bag. “Mama,” I call out immediately upon entering the empty living room.

Within seconds both Mama and Papa appear from the kitchen.

“I had no idea the testing was going to take that long!” I say before they get a word out.

Mama comes to me and takes me in her arms. “It’s fine. We were called and informed about the length of the exam this year.” She pulls back and cups her hands around my face. “You did it, my girl. Didn’t you?”

Salty tears sting at the corners of my eyes and tumble down my cheeks. “I did.” The words come out as a sob as if something horrible had just happened instead of my lifelong dream coming true.

Papa steps in and closes the door behind me, helps me remove my book bag and sets it beside the door. Gently he takes both Mama and me in an embrace. “We’re so proud of you.”

We don’t come out of the hug for a long time, and deep down there’s a part of me that wishes this could last forever.

A perfect moment.

But it can’t.

“I’m leaving in the morning,” I finally say.

Mama quickly pulls back, her eyes wide and full of moisture from tears. “Tomorrow? I thought we had a week?”

“Tomorrow, first thing.” I glance at my bag. “I have the instructions.”

“Apparently there are more changes than just the lengthy exam time this year,” Papa says, studying me. For just a second his shoulders stiffen, but he quickly relaxes again and places his arm around Mama’s waist. “Then we should have some dinner and get you packed.”

I steel myself with the thoughts that this is what I’ve always wanted. I can’t let anything stop me from following my dream. Not even the sadness of leaving everything and everyone I know.

“Tuna casserole?” I say with a smile curling at the corners of my lips to lighten the mood.

Mama sniffles. “Yes, I just warmed it up.”

* * *

After dinner I take a barely warm shower and shuffle into my room only to find Mama already getting my things prepared.

“You didn’t have to do this,” I say while toweling off my curls.

She shrugs. “I want you to get a good night’s sleep.”

After I hang my towel on the hook beside my door, I pluck rolled-up underwear and extra pajamas from my drawer and put them in the bag Mama has out for me. The bag isn’t big, but I don’t have a lot of stuff either, so I’m sure there’ll be room left when we’re done.

“Let me do this.” She tugs the bag from me gently. “There’s not much more I can do for you after today. Let me do this one last thing.”

I grab the comb off my desk and sit on the edge of my bed. I honestly don’t even know if Mama and I will see each other again. Letting her have one last night of being a mom is the least I can do. “Can I tell you something?”

“Anything,” she says as she arranges my clothing from the closet in the bag.

“I’m worried.” Slowly I run the comb through my hair.

Mama tips her head in interest.

“Someone I know made it into the program.”

“Oh? Who?” Mama plucks Kalib’s portrait of me from the desk and holds it out to ask wordlessly if I want to take it along.

I bob my head that I do and hesitate to answer her question as I continue combing.

She asks again, “Who?”

My eyes fall to the portrait still in her hand. “Kalib.”

Mama furrows her brow and reaches for a band in my desk drawer to roll then secure my portrait. “Kalib? He’s never mentioned taking the exam.”

I let out a long sigh. “I know. So what are the odds that he would take it and pass . . . when this year they only took ten candidates?”

Mama opens her mouth to speak, but before she does, Papa swings into my room. “Did you just say Kalib made it into the program?”

“I did.” I pinch my lips together. “And it seems so odd.”

Papa smiles and leans against the door frame, arms crossed. “Maybe you shouldn’t question it too much. Seems like a gift to me—having someone out there, you know.”

The memory of what happened with the sentry this morning comes to the front of my mind and makes the hairs on my neck stand on end. I can’t tell Mama or Papa about the incident . . . not now. It would make them worry too much about what might happen in Carmine. And maybe Papa is right. Having a friend on the outside can’t be a bad thing. Maybe I’m seeing things that aren’t there . . . Kalib’s feelings for me . . . that he could have cheated on a test impossible to cheat on. My emotions are just running too high.

“Thanks, Papa.” I stand and give him a kiss on his scruffy cheek.

“Now, tomorrow it’s going to be just me taking you to City Hall,” he says.

I look at Mama, mouth agape.

She cocks her head. “I can’t get time off in the morning, but your father can get covered at work for the extra time.” She places the last of my possessions into the bag, including the rolled-up portrait.

My chest tightens, and I peer down to my tiny single bed. I gulp and say, “Then do you mind sleeping with me like when I was little and I had a bad dream?”

She studies Papa. The corners of her lips turn up into a soft smile, and the skin to the sides of her eyes crinkles. Mama moves the bag to the floor and turns down the blanket. “Of course. There’s always plenty of room for the both of us.”
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Papa and I don’t talk as much as I might like on the way to City Hall. Maybe it’s because of Mama’s tearful goodbye this morning after breakfast, or maybe it’s just hard to find meaningful words to say when you know this might be the last time you see the people you love.

Since I’ve never done this before, I’m not entirely sure what the answer is. But it could also be the fact that I’m in such a daze that I barely even remember the entire thirty-minute walk from our apartment building.

What if we had a long conversation and I don’t remember it?

Papa holds my bag as we round the last street corner to our destination.

City Hall is the nicest building in all the Tenement. It sits just inside the edge of the electrodome perimeter. There’s even a fenced lawn stretching out in front of the building while there isn’t a square foot of grass anywhere else in our city.

The tall colonial structure boasts four thick, white pillars flanking the entrance, and the building is constructed of sturdy brick, which is probably good since more than once Cobalt dissenters have attacked it with weak homemade bombs. But like the explosion I heard yesterday, the unrest never amounts to much and is always quickly squelched by the Scarlet sentries and the massive policing airships. The perpetrators are always taken away somewhere outside the perimeter, never to be seen again.

Not that I approve of how the Scarlets treat us or even deal with these tiny rebellions.

I don’t.

But it’s just the way things are here, and trying to change the predicament of Cobalts by way of force is futile. It’s why I decided to go the route I did in working for the CPW program—make a better life for myself by playing within the rules.

I hold to hope that someday things will change for us Cobalts, but not today, save for me and nine others. At least it’s a start.

I smile at Papa and he returns the expression, but his smile is tight, reserved, and not at all like him. In an attempt to connect, I thread my arm through the crook of his and he pats my hand. Just then, I spot through the fencing a dark-skinned woman with her back straight and head held high as she steps from the front door of the building.

Mayor Maya Lark.

Everyone in the Tenement knows who she is since we see her up on the media screens affixed to buildings around the city. She makes frequent announcements and never forgets to let us know what a great job we’re doing in the factories providing goods to Scarlets.

From what I’ve heard, she and her son and husband live on the grounds in a spacious home the size of ten apartment units. The mayor is basically the highest-ranking Cobalt in this Tenement, at least that I’m aware of. I’m not sure what that status really amounts to, but by the meat on her bones and the more expensive clothes she wears, she’s clearly well-fed and well-paid.

But I’m not sure the extra meals and the nicer home would be worth the trade-off. A lot of whispers call her names I would not repeat in polite conversation. There’s talk that she only loves and serves the Scarlets instead of fighting for any Cobalt rights.

But it’s not my place to judge her since it’s quite possible she just learned to climb the ladder the same way I did . . . do what you’re supposed to do and keep ascending as you can. No one can understand the mind and motivations of another person, only their own.

“I suspect she’s just here for the ceremony of it,” Papa mutters under his breath. He’s never paid that much attention to politics unless it directly affects the working conditions at his factory, but it’s been no secret over the years that Papa doesn’t approve of Mayor Lark’s extravagant lifestyle. He’s said more than once that the Coinage the Scarlets pay her could be used for the worst-off families in the Tenement . . . like Kalib’s, who lost their primary provider to an accident, or even worse, people who can’t work and end up on the streets running from the sentries to stay alive.

They rarely do for long.

There are a few shelters for these types of situations, but they’re always full and take Coinage donations to keep running. And who around here has extra Coinage to give away even if the cause is good?

Casting those thoughts aside, I spot several of the other CPW students inside the gated walkway, including the boy who asked so many questions last night. If I remember right, his name is Lincoln. I think he mentioned it somewhere in the question and answer session. A tall, dark skinned woman, likely his mother, stands next to him as we all wait for our next instructions.

“Are you ready?” Papa asks.

“As ready as I’ll ever be.”

Two armed Scarlet sentries stand at either side of the gate, and my heart does an instinctive jump that quickly returns to normal when I confirm that neither is the attacker from the street yesterday. Papa leads me to them and presents the back of his hand to the nearest sentry. The man removes a scanner from a holster on his belt and holds it a few inches above the tattoo. A green light scans over the three blue bars, and the sentry checks the screen. He nods and moves on to me.

As soon as our identities have been confirmed, the second guard allows us to join the other students and their parents through the iron gates. I search around but don’t see Kalib or his mother. What if he decided to back out at the last minute? It’s completely possible. Without his factory income, finances might become pretty tight for his family. And how would his mother and sister feel about losing him after the death of his father?

“Tenly,” Kalib’s voice calls from behind. “Mr. Hawkins.”

As I hear my friend’s low voice, something in me both rejoices and drops into the depths at the same time. I want my friend here . . . I also want him to stay behind. My plans never included him, and it would be safer for both of us if he weren’t coming. What if he does something that ruins my chances of staying in the CPW long term? And what if he did cheat? I don’t know if I could forgive him. He knows how much this means to me.

“Hello, Kalib,” Papa says.

I gaze around my friend to see if he came alone. “Is anyone seeing you off?”

He pinches his lips and hoists his bag onto his shoulder. “Neither of them could get the time off. Too many deadlines for Mr. Voclain.”

Internally I roll my eyes. Mr. Voclain. He’s the Scarlet that owns the dressmaking factory. I’ve often wondered if Voclain is even his real name.

Papa pats Kalib on the shoulder. “Well then, I guess you just have me.”

He gives a weak laugh and eyes me. I say nothing.

“Cobalt Premier Workforce recruits,” the mayor announces.

I quickly peer around and see that all ten of the students who passed the exam have arrived.

“Thank you for your service to Cobalt Tenement Three,” she continues. “It is with great pleasure that we send you into Carmine to represent our best and brightest.” Mayor Lark clasps her hands in front of her body. “Each year I am so pleased at your successes and look forward to sending you out to your new positions in life outside the Tenement. Please continue to work hard and represent us well.”

I have no idea if the woman is sincere about this entire ceremony, but her words build my confidence anyway. Best and brightest. And she’s talking about me . . . I worked hard to get here. Did Kalib?

Papa glances at me and his lips twist into a smile, but his eyes communicate sadness, which I totally understand. His only daughter is leaving.

She continues, “In just a moment we will conduct your final check-in, and then the first of you will step through an open section of the electrodome to board a transport.” She gestures to the slight iridescence of the perimeter. “So now will be the time that you bid any family that accompanied you goodbye. They can wait next to the gate until you make your full departure.”

Papa quickly sticks out his hand to Kalib, and they grasp and shake hands. “Best of luck to you. I’ll stop in upstairs tonight to tell your mother and sister that I saw you off safely.”

Kalib releases his hand and looks to the ground. “Thanks for that, Mr. Hawkins. I appreciate it. If you don’t mind, can you check on them at least once a week?”

“Done. And you know your father would have been proud of you.”

“I do.” Kalib eyes me. “I’ll see you over there, Ten.”

As Kalib walks to the line of waiting students, Papa carefully hangs my bag from my shoulder, then takes me into an embrace. His warm breath tickles at my ear.

This is it.

I gulp my heart from the place in my throat where it’s lodged. “I’ll write to you when I can.”

Papa pulls from me slightly. His brown irises are full of moisture, and his lip quivers slightly. A hesitant breath leaves his lips before he says, “Carmine is a dangerous place. When you get over there, don’t trust too easily . . . and don’t blame Kalib for attempting the exam and passing. He cares about you, and you’ll be glad you have someone on your side.”

“How do you know about Carmine?” I narrow my brows. “It’s not as if you’ve been there.”

“Just listen to your father, Tenly. I’ve heard things.” Before I can ask any more questions, he hugs me again. I squeeze him back but break off when Mayor Lark calls for our attention once more.

“I have to go.” I study his face, trying to get more out of what he just said, but nothing else comes. He releases me and walks to the other family members near the gate.

I’m the last to join the queue as several uniformed but unarmed sentries search through the bags and then wave some sort of large metal wand that emits a white light over the first recruit. I hand my possessions to the man checking them and lean in to ask, “What are they doing over there?”

He moves my bag across the table he’s standing behind and raises a brow at my inquiry. “Last DNA scan and lice check.”

“Lice?” I ask in horror. “I don’t have lice.”

The man twists his lips in doubt at my words. He quickly rifles through my things and shouts, “Clean!”

I barely catch the straps as he shoves the bag at me and it edges off the table. But commenting on his rudeness will do no good, so I just nod and pull my bag over my shoulder. I turn to find Kalib waiting directly in front of me, and my heart jumps.

“They’re about ready for us,” he says and tips his head toward the line.

I grimace, despite Papa’s counsel to trust my friend. “Kalib, I got this far. I’m going to be fine without your help.”

Kalib raises his hands in the air. “Sorry.” Without missing a beat he takes his place in line, and the guard raises his wand. White light scans over Kalib’s entire body, slowing at his hand where the tattoo is printed.

“Clean!” the guard shouts, and I step forward.

I hold my breath the entire scan, praying that there really are no lice. I did have those once when I was seven. But never since. The air only releases from my lungs when I hear the word I hope for, clean.

Quickly, I bob a thanks to the guard and join the others.

The mayor reiterates the instructions from our packets about taking a transport into Carmine for our new assignments.

Several of the students, including Lincoln, of course, ask a barrage of questions.

Kalib leans in and whispers to me, “We’ll need to figure out a way we can keep in contact.”

“I want to listen,” I scold. “And I really hope you didn’t do this whole thing just for me.”

His eyes widen, telling me what I need to know.

I whisper, “I know you and apparently my father think I can’t take care of myself, but I’ve been doing it for years. I understand how the world works, and I’ll figure it out in Carmine.”

“It’s just good to have someone you can trust.”

I study my friend’s face. That’s what Papa said too. I scoff and leave Kalib’s side. He’s just not something I can think about right now. I must keep focused on my future regardless of what a good friend Kalib has been in my past. We’ll go our separate paths soon, anyway. With my bag weighing on my shoulder, I take one last look at Papa.

Despite his enthusiasm for me last night, this morning it all seems to have whittled away. His arms are wrapped over his chest protectively, and he gives me a weak smile. I tip my chin to him, but before I turn my attention back to the line of students, I catch Papa eyeing Kalib. Normally I’d just think he was bidding my best friend farewell, but today is not a normal day. Papa’s eyes seem to communicate something I’m not privy to.

I grind my teeth. Maybe when Papa found out about Kalib, they talked after I went to bed and agreed that he needed to look out for me. Why can’t they trust that I know what I’m doing?

“If there are no more questions, then who wants to be first?” Mayor Lark calls out.

The words sting at my eardrums and, as if compelled, I spin on my heels and inhale deeply. “I do,” I call firmly.

The mayor smiles and gestures me toward her, now at the edge of the electrodome exit. “Then please step forward.”

Without looking I know both Papa and Kalib’s stares are trained on me. But I don’t turn to acknowledge them. Instead, I march to Mayor Lark, take her extended hand, and shake it vigorously.

“Are you ready for your new life, my dear?” the mayor asks.

“I’ve been waiting for this day since I was seven.”

She releases my hand and gestures for me to proceed. A sentry taps at a small device and a rectangular section of the iridescent perimeter vanishes, making a doorway for us to exit.

Before I can get a good look at what’s on the other side, Mayor Lark says, “Sometimes expectations are difficult to live up to.”

I cock my head in confusion. “What do you—?”

She shakes her head as if her words were never intended to be voiced. “Good luck.”

Suddenly my knees weaken. But I train my attention forward and stride through the opening in the electrodome, leaving my former life behind forever.
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Not two steps through the portal and I feel as if I’ve entered another world. A few moments before I’d been impressed with the Tenement City Hall, but my mouth falls open at the stark contrast to the place where I’ve spent the last seventeen years. Time seems to slow down as a cool breeze grazes over my face, blowing a fallen curl across my forehead.

I squint up at the clarity of the sun and sky. White fluffy clouds float over blue like someone stuck giant cotton balls in the air. Since I’ve never seen the real sky without the slight distortion of the electrodome perimeter, it’s as if I suddenly donned a pair of glasses and realized I’ve been partially blind my entire life. Now there’s an entire reality that I’d barely been aware of, save for depictions in textbooks and videos, but I know now those couldn’t do it justice. In awe, my thoughts quickly move to nighttime when I might get to see the stars for the first time . . . if I have the chance to go outside.

My gaze quickly drops to the Carmine city skyline, miles from our location . . . at least the largest and tallest of the buildings. Over the years I’ve seen the Scarlet transports flying overhead and inside the electrodome, likely on business with factory managers like Papa. The ships are sleek and metallic . . . everything that the Tenement is not. But I never imagined an entire city that looks just as modern.

Clean.

In fact, everything is clean. I inhale a deep breath of air untainted by sulfurous factory odors and scan the lawns flanking the concrete pad I stand on. The grassy area is dotted with trees surrounding the Tenement. An earthy aroma travels through my nasal passages and I want to enjoy the moment, but instead, sudden jealousy slithers through my mind and gut.

Why do the people of the Tenement have nothing while the Scarlets outside have so much beauty? Even the mostly unused space around the Tenement looks better than what’s inside our perimeter.

Who else knows this information? Mayor Lark must know this since she gets a tiny taste of it by living at City Hall. And at some point over her long career, she must have come out here since she has access to the electrodome portal. What if she comes out all the time and just keeps telling us what an excellent job we’re all doing while living in squalor? But then, what did she mean by saying I should check my expectations? Just in the few seconds I’ve been here, they’ve been exceeded already.

Before I can take the thoughts any further, my surroundings return to real time—armed guards waiting for me to move and the chatter behind me of the other students also gawking at our surroundings. More Scarlet sentries herd our group toward a smooth silver bus. By the lack of motor sounds, I can only assume that it’s run by solar power . . . something I only recently learned about from Papa.

I adjust my bag’s strap again and spot Kalib behind me. His shoulders are slouched and he’s keeping his distance, likely due to how I just blew him off on the other side. Guilt swirls in my middle, but us continuing to be friends out here isn’t going to do either of us any good. This is not how I wanted our friendship to end, but a clean break is best for us both.

“Hustle, people,” a dark-haired sentry calls in a deep, forceful tone from the open entrance of the bus. “We don’t have all day for you Blueys.”

My heart sinks at the term. Even out here Scarlets must remind us that we are not them. We don’t have the same rights, privileges, or respect.

Despite that, I pick up my pace and take the metal steps to board the bus. Inside there’s seating for probably thirty, and several of the other students have already staked their claims. Not one of them sits together.

Kalib comes up behind me. I pinch my lips and eye the front, very empty, row of seats on my left. I know for a fact that Kalib is a back-of-the-classroom kind of seat chooser if given the option. With this in mind, I toss my bag onto the first seat and slide past to take the spot next to it, by the window. Before I can change my mind, I pull the safety belt across my chest and lap and secure it with a click.

On impulse I glance to Kalib, and he sighs. He rubs at the back of his neck like he’s trying to decide what to do next, when Lincoln comes up behind him.

“Pick your seat, man,” Lincoln says and taps him on the shoulder. “You heard the guards out there. We don’t want to cause trouble.”

Kalib trudges seventy-five percent of the way down the aisle before he finds an empty place on the opposite side of the bus and flops into his seat. He looks up and catches me staring his way. With a flick of my neck I return my attention to the front of the bus, but I feel his eyes boring into the back of my head.

Why did things have to end this way?

When everyone is boarded, including several armed sentries who remain standing, the auto-driven transport begins its journey down the road leading into the city.

Occasionally I’ve taken the Tenement buses when I didn’t have enough time to get somewhere, and the experience was nothing like this one. Those transports are rickety and old and tend to be so packed with people that you can barely breathe. I’m pretty sure I saw a rat under a seat once. Inhaling the clean air, I gaze out my window and watch as the full view of Tenement Three becomes apparent. From the tallest buildings in Carmine, the Tenement must offer a pleasant view. The iridescence nature of the electrodome covering the city actually makes it appear quite lovely . . . like a giant half soap bubble, surrounded by grass and trees, forever capping the poverty and filth underneath.

And everyone I love is stuck there until they die . . . except my best friend. There were plenty of pitfalls standing in my way of getting this far; some of them involved Kalib. But I never imagined that him joining me on the outside would be one of them.

Thankfully, the transport takes a left and the Tenement falls behind us. Now, unless I crane my neck to see it, my only view is of the beautiful city coming closer.

My new home.

On the way we travel through less densely populated areas of houses, businesses, and shops. I’ve never seen anything like it. In the Tenement we are basically piled on top of each other, and all our shopping is a central location near the open-air market where we purchase our food. Here, it seems from the signage that they have these kinds of things indoors.

When we finally roll into the city, I strain to get a good view of the skyscrapers through the window, many of which are infinitely taller than the factories and apartment buildings in the Tenement. How in the world do they get to the top of them? I would be exhausted climbing the stairs!

On the street women with intricately coiffed hair and fancy dresses walk at a leisurely pace. Some of them enter shops boasting incredible window displays. Their clothes are similar to the frocks I’ve seen Kalib’s sister and mother designing and working on in their free time . . . always trying to make a bit more Coinage. Men dressed in expensive-looking suits, like the one Mr. Smith wore, carry bags or briefcases and walk hurriedly to unknown locations. These people most definitely do not work in factories or anything like them. I doubt any of them have performed hard labor in their lives.

Beside the transport several smaller vehicles operated by single people pull up, and I look down to study the passengers. I saw a few cars along the way too, and of course I knew vehicles like this existed, but none of them are in the Tenement. People only travel by foot, bike, or buses in there. Plus we have no way of powering them.

Will my new employer have a car? And if they do, will I be allowed to ride in one?

My mind swirls with the possibility of living here in Carmine, and thoughts of the Tenement are relegated to the back of my mind—for the time being. Actually, being a part of the CPW always felt like a far-off dream I tried not to dwell on. But now I’m here, and everything is going to be different—the foods, the clothes . . . everything.

But exactly how? None of us have even been told what we’ll be doing yet. What kind of responsibilities might I have? Were we tested for a specific placement during the exam? I wrack my brain to remember even a second of those hours yesterday, but the memories are completely gone. What did they do to us?

The bus turns again and drives right into a tall building through a large concrete opening. It’s not a skyscraper, but it’s high nonetheless.

One of the sentries finally speaks. “We have arrived at the Cobalt Premier Workforce headquarters,” he says curtly. “Inside, you will each be scanned one more time, and then a representative from your assignment will be available to take you.” He tightens his jaw for a moment. “There is zero negotiation. Where you are assigned has been approved by the top executives of the CPW organization. You Blueys are lucky to be here, and complaints will not be tolerated. There will be no options other than returning to the Tenement with your family’s wages docked for one year to make up for your ingratitude.”

Instinctively I raise my hand and place it over my heart. There was nothing about that in the application . . . not that I remember, anyway. I gaze out through the window to see that we’ve stopped next to a stairwell.

In silence, the other students begin to stand and gather their things, so I do the same . . . no need to stand out now. And I definitely don’t want to give off the hint of an ungrateful appearance.

The bus door opens, and the sentry who just spoke exits and waits at the bottom of the steps, weapon in hand as if he’s ready to shoot us at any moment.

My heart pounds against my ribcage, and I can only hope that it’s not so loud that everyone hears it. Is such a show of force really necessary? Why would anyone work this hard to get into the program and then do something here to mess it up right away?

I quickly grab my bag and make my way to the metal stairs, while my shoes pound down the steps and onto the tar-black ground. Several other vehicles are parked beyond the bus, but other than that, the area is empty. With haste, I move past the sentry and wait for instructions.

The others, including the two final sentries, disembark the silver bus. Students form a line, and the first sentry begins our journey up the echoing stairs. I can’t help but notice Kalib at the back of the line looking bewildered, and I wonder if he regrets what he had to have done on a whim. At least the rest of us had probably been planning this for years . . . even if we really had no idea what we were getting ourselves into.

Two flights up, we’re led out into a lobby with polished stone floors, white walls and several decorative mirrors and pieces of artwork. I catch a glimpse of myself in one of the mirrors, and despite picking out my best outfit this morning, a light blue dress with half sleeves and a skirt that hits my calves, I’m filthy compared to the splendor around us. I attempt to smooth the stray curl that worked its way from my bun, but without pulling the entire thing loose and redoing it, there’s nothing I can do.

I glance back at the rag-tag group of students, and suddenly we’ve all taken on a newly exposed bedraggled look. But it’s not as if they weren’t expecting Cobalts . . . everyone knows what we look like.

My chest tightens. Why do I suddenly feel like such scum? I clutch my bag over my chest, not that it makes me feel that much better.

The sentry stops at a door labeled “Division of Cobalt Premier Workforce” and opens it. As the door swings open, the man locks his gaze on me, and with a jerk of his head motions for me to enter.

Inside wait twelve people, this time both men and women, each perfectly dressed from head to toe. A pale woman of about thirty, with her blonde hair pulled partially back on the top, wears a red cap and tan uniform similar to the sentry’s, but its cut is softer. Instead of slacks she wears a skirt that hits just below the knees, chunky one-inch heels, and a button-up blouse with the collar and sleeves trimmed in red. The woman holds a small rectangular device and smiles warmly as we enter. A man, apparently her assistant, stands next to her in the same uniform, sans skirt of course.

“Please.” The woman gestures to us. “Come in. You must be eagerly anticipating your assignments.”

I find a spot where she indicates, and the others follow suit.

When we’re all in, the woman turns her attention to the head sentry. “You may leave now. I believe we can handle it from here.”

“Ma’am,” the sentry growls. It’s obvious that he does not agree. “We can continue to be of service.”

She clears her throat. “Yes, I am quite aware. But in this place I am in charge for the moment, and I believe that I have the situation quite under control.”

The sentry straightens, puffs out his chest and nods to the other two. Without another word they leave.

When the door clicks shut, the woman smiles at us again. “Greetings, and welcome to Carmine. My name is Loretta Brink, and as you can imagine, I work for the Division of the Cobalt Premier Workforce. My task today is to ensure your safe placement in your new positions as privileged representatives of the Cobalt population in Scarlet society.”

She tips her chin to the group of Scarlets waiting. “One of these kind people will be escorting you as soon as we complete your check-ins.”

I can only hope that they are kind.

Ms. Brink and her assistant call us out alphabetically. Lincoln is the first to go since his last name starts with a B, Blake. After he’s confirmed, a man steps forward to escort him to work as an assistant to a math professor.

Next is Kalib. I gulp as I watch my friend step to Ms. Brink, and she completes the same scan that we’d had back at City Hall. She studies the screen on her device and waves an older, heavyset woman toward them. Kalib will be working as a house servant, and that’s all I know.

Before the woman takes him away, my chest tightens when his eye catches mine. The microsecond we lock gazes feels like an eternity until my name is called out.

“Tenly Hawkins.”

I hike my bag on my shoulder and walk the few steps toward Ms. Brink. I barely hear anything she says until she’s introducing me to an Asian man named Isaiah. She asks me to follow him to begin my life as a governess in the Pierce household.

Even though it’s what I’ve always wanted, sudden panic at the reality of it grips my chest, and I scan around for Kalib.

But he’s already gone.
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About fifteen minutes into our mostly silent trip, I clear my throat from the back seat of the Pierces’ fancy black car. The inside of the cab is large and spacious and could fit at least five people. It feels strange sitting in the back while Isaiah chauffeurs me.

I want to be amazed by all the wonders flying past the window as we drive toward our destination, but my nerves keep me from being able to do just that.

Everything is so free here. People are allowed to move about as they please, and no one seems to be tracking their every move. Street corners are conspicuously without Scarlet sentries. At least five public air transports have flown through the sky since we left downtown, but it seems most people drive their cars on the street. I still can’t get over the look of the clear sky without the obscuring nature of the electrodome.

Isaiah doesn’t respond to my throat-clearing and only makes some manual adjustments to the screen beside the small steering wheel. I’ve gathered so far that, as I’d read in textbooks about Scarlet life, the vehicle is self-driving, just like the bus was. But most non-commercial vehicles still have a human operator to make adjustments to the driving patterns, so Isaiah often returns his hands to the wheel.

I finally build up the courage to speak. “Where are we going?”

Isaiah eyes me for a moment in the rearview mirror. “The Pierce family resides in a quiet suburb outside of Carmine. There are nine more minutes of driving time until we arrive.”

My stomach does a flip. Now that Isaiah has spoken to me, I have a bunch of other questions jumping in my mind. Are the Pierces kind? How many children will I be caring for? What’s the family like?

“What’s a suburb?” is the only question that actually makes it from my brain and out of my lips.

Isaiah lets out a sigh. “It’s a community on the outskirts of the city proper.”

I saw the houses and shops on our journey into Carmine; that must be what Isaiah is talking about.

He pauses for a moment as if in thought. “Inside the Tenement you lived in some sort of apartment, right?”

I nod.

“The suburbs are quite different from city living, where there are many apartments. Fewer people live on larger plots of land, and there are more single-family houses.” Isaiah keeps his tone and expression neutral so I can’t read him. “I think that you’ll find the suburb experience relaxing.”

“Will we be able to see the stars from there?”

The question must take the driver off guard because the corners of his lips turn up in the slightest of smiles. “Yes. In fact, you can see the stars considerably better from the Pierce residence than you would have if your placement were downtown.”

Just the fact that he thought through something I might be interested in makes me have the slightest inclination that he might be a trustworthy person . . . thoughtful or sympathetic at the least. Perhaps that’s a good sign for what may happen after the next eight minutes.

I clutch my bag over my chest and turn my gaze out the window. So many sights go by that I haven’t seen before . . . more cars filled with happy-looking families, homes with lawns and large green trees casting shade. Although it would probably never happen with all the work I’m sure I’ll be assigned, I can imagine myself leaning against one of those sturdy trunks, reading books and learning about subjects Kalib always called boring, like chemistry.

Kalib.

Without warning, or permission, my mind drifts back to him. Where did he go? Will I ever see him again? Do I want to?

My fingers dig into the fabric of my bag. Deep down the answer to that last question is yes. I do want to see Kalib again . . . but I’d prepared myself to let him go because there wasn’t a future in Tenement life.

Out here there might be. Maybe even for Kalib if he lies low and does as he’s told.

But will he ever be able to do that?

The car jostles as it drives over a bump, and it brings me back to the present as we pass through two huge black iron gates. Directly in front of us is a massive two-story structure made of stone. It’s accented with tall, leafy trees, shrubs, archways and too many windows to count. It might even be larger than all of City Hall.

My mouth falls open.

“Do just the Pierces live here?” I ask without really meaning to say the words out loud.

“The Pierces and their domestic help,” Isaiah answers. “But they mostly live in the quarters down below the house.”

“Domestic help? Other Cobalts?”

“No,” Isaiah answers quickly. “Scarlets make up the vast majority of the domestic workers. We only bring in Cobalts to fulfill the Cobalt Premier Workforce requirements.”

Confusion at this new information twists in my brain, and the hairs on my arms stand on end. I’d never considered that a lower class existed here. “So I’ll be serving alongside Scarlets?”

Isaiah eyes me again, pulls the car around to the back of the house, and parks. “Yes, and can I give you some advice?”

“Of course.” I’m surprised that he’d even ask permission.

“Don’t ever cross them. Scarlet help doesn’t take too kindly to Cobalts ever thinking they are on equal ground.”

“Why would I—”

“I’m not saying that you would. Just be careful. I’ve worked for the Pierces for going on twenty years—since they were first married. I’ve seen a handful of Cobalts from the program come and go.”

“Go? Did they return to their Tenement?”

Isaiah’s jaw tightens, and he doesn’t answer.

Again, I press my bag against my chest. This time it’s to hide the nervousness spreading up my neck, and I suddenly wish my hair was down.

“I don’t mean to frighten you, Miss Hawkins. I’m only telling you the truth as I see it. I’m sure you are well acquainted with how Cobalts are thought of in Scarlet society.”

I nod.

“This spreads all the way down to the lowest in our ranks. There’s a saying when one feels or is down and out . . . at least you aren’t a Cobalt.”

I know of it all too well. I guess I had just expected that all Scarlets were rich and privileged like the women I saw shopping on the street at the fancy stores with their friends. But it makes sense. The Cobalts can’t provide everything for the Scarlets, especially not in-person services when only a handful are taken a year in the CPW program.

“And do you say this?” The question surprises me, and I immediately wish I could take the words back. Asking such questions is not like me at all. Must be my nerves.

Isaiah chuckles. “That is exactly the type of boldness you need to keep in check.”

My hands dampen as I wait for his next move.

“But as for me?” he asks. “I do my best to remain neutral. Life here is hard enough to navigate and stay safe. I don’t want to be one of the people that makes it more difficult . . . even for a Cobalt.”

I gulp down the lump in my throat as Isaiah exits the car. On his way out he taps the operational screen and my door pops open. He pulls it all the way and looks me directly in the eyes before I exit. Direct eye contact from Scarlets, unless they are being threatening, is not something I’m used to, and I immediately glance away.

“Miss Hawkins,” Isaiah says, and I return my attention to him. “If you have any questions you feel might be awkward or too bold, please feel free to come to me first. I will do my best to answer without judgment. I care for the Pierces very much, and making this arrangement a success is in their best interest.”

I step out. “Thank you.” Knowing someone here is offering me even the tiniest amount of respect makes my chest tingle . . . even if it’s only because of his loyalty to the Pierce family.

“Now let’s get you inside. Madam is expecting you.”

My mind rushes back to my earlier thought about who lives here and how many children I’ll be governess to. At least now I know there’ll be a Madam. I guess I could ask more questions now, but I might as well just follow Isaiah and find out.

He leads me through a back door that opens into what is obviously the kitchen, though it’s the largest kitchen I’ve ever seen. It must have more square footage than my family’s entire apartment unit. Three servants work busily at various workstations. One woman is chopping a mountain of fresh vegetables, a man works at seasoning several whole real chickens—not chicken-flavored protein—and another woman is removing a large tray of what I can only guess is some kind of chocolate dessert by the dark color and rich, sweet aroma enveloping my senses.

The mix of sweet and savory makes my mouth water, but the instant the servant’s eyes meet mine, that all stops. They each pause what they’re doing, and their expressions harden. I don’t get long to analyze each one since I cast my gaze to the floor to avoid their judgement. Any bit of pride I felt a moment ago is dashed into the kitchen tile.

“This is Miss Hawkins,” Isaiah says. “Dr. Pierce has reserved a Cobalt Premier Workforce recruit as part of his civic duty.” He emphasizes the last words. “We must treat her well because our household reflects directly on the Pierces’ reputation.”

The three kitchen workers bow their heads to Isaiah but don’t look at me. At least I know Isaiah has some measure of authority around here and seems to have my best interest in mind.

We quickly move from the kitchen and into a hall, with small bright lights lining the walls. No darkened hallways in this place.

“I’ll be escorting you to your room.” Isaiah checks his watch. “And before I introduce you to Mrs. Pierce, I’ll have some lunch brought up to you. Typically, the domestic help eats together in the dining area downstairs, but until they become accustomed to you, I imagine you’ll be more comfortable alone.”

Will they ever become accustomed to me? Not likely.

Despite my questions, I keep silent, only studying our route, since I’m almost certain I’m going to get lost in this place without a guide.

At the end of the hall, the space opens into a large room with expensive-looking furniture—couches, tables, lamps, a rug with an intricate floral design. Everything looks like I could break or stain it and make someone, or everyone, extremely angry . . . and get sent away.

Back home? I don’t even know anymore after what Isaiah said in the car.

A mirror on the wall reminds me of my disheveled appearance. I attempt to smooth down my shirt and ensure it’s securely tucked in while I precariously hang on to my bag.

Isaiah glances back at me as he taps a flat handheld device. “Don’t worry about all that. In your room are seven sets of brand-new, pressed uniforms as well as undergarments and sleeping attire. You won’t be needing any of the clothing you brought with you.”

My fingers press into the fabric of my bag. There’s little inside but the few clothing items I own and a few mementos like Kalib’s drawing. A tiny amount of sadness stings at my chest to give up everything that was me before today, but I guess I expected it. Who wants Cobalts in tattered clothing working under one’s roof? Compared to everyone else around here, I just look homeless.

Isaiah leads me up a flight of stairs, where we pass a woman with dark hair tied back into a tight bun like mine, dusting a large, extremely fragile-looking vase shelved on the second-floor landing. She glances my way but returns to her work when Isaiah clears his throat.

A minute later we make it down the hall and to a door.

“Hold your DNA mark to the scanner,” Isaiah instructs me and gestures to a silver box on the wall.

I wave the back of my hand in front of the screen. The device beeps, and a light on top turns green.

I smile. My own room!

“All of your information was sent to us last night, so we were able to have all the necessities programmed. Your new wardrobe was delivered this morning based on your height and measurements. Please enter and prepare yourself for your meeting in thirty minutes with Madam. I will return to fetch you in twenty-five. Don’t be late since Mrs. Pierce doesn’t tolerate tardiness.”

I nod and turn the door handle to let myself in. The room is small and plain compared to the rest of the house but considerably larger than the room I had at home . . . at least three times the size. There’s a twin bed covered in a fluffy tan comforter, a side table with a lamp, a chest of drawers and a small desk with a chair. The floor is carpeted in a thick rug . . . a luxury I’ve never had in my lifetime!

I turn back to Isaiah, remembering something he’d said at the car. “So, my room isn’t downstairs with the others?”

He points to a door on the opposite side of the room. “Your quarters adjoin Miss Pierce’s. As her governess you will always need to be available to her. If you were downstairs, this would not be possible, especially at night.” Isaiah nods as a man comes up behind him with a tray. He takes it and hands me what I suppose is my lunch—a sandwich on white bread and an apple. “I’ll be off now,” he says. “Eat quickly and change.”

Tray in hand I close the door and place my bag down. Quickly I plop down on the bed and scan around the room in wonder to assess the situation. There’s a small window that looks out the backside of the house and a wooden desk beside it and I’m guessing my new clothes are in the chest of drawers across from me.

Stomach rumbling, I place the tray beside me and pluck up the sandwich. I take a bite . . . tuna.

I chuckle. Tuna is plentiful in the Tenement, so I half wonder if the choice was intended to make me feel comfortable or as a bit of a snub. By the looks I got from the workers in the kitchen, I’d guess the latter. Either way I’m one hundred percent fine with tuna, and the pillowy homemade bread makes the sandwich taste like heaven compared to the stale version we get from the market. Mama doesn’t have time to make her own. I put down the sandwich and take the crisp, pink apple, raise it to my lips and crunch into the flesh.

Sweet tartness fills my mouth and I close my eyes, reveling in the experience of such fresh produce. If this is the best my life gets from here on out . . . I’ll take it.

“We grow those in our backyard.” A tiny voice makes me jump, and my eyelids pop open.

Standing in the now-open doorway connecting our rooms is a small, blonde girl with bouncy ringlets who can’t be more than six.

“Um . . . hi.” I barely get the words out.

She smiles, her blue eyes lighting up the room. “I’m Ellie.”
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I quickly clasp my arms across my chest, suddenly feeling incredibly self-conscious. The little girl is clad in one of the most beautiful dresses I’ve seen in my entire life. The fabric is made of what I imagine is the softest red velvet I could ever dare to touch, and a silk piping runs along many of the seams, including the arm holes and collar. Three golden buttons decorate the front, and the skirt just hits her knees.

My eyes travel to the floor where she wiggles her unexpectedly bare toes.

“What’s your name?” Ellie skips into my room and flings herself onto my bed beside me.

“I’m . . . I’m Tenly.” I gulp.

“Tenly?” She smiles widely. “I’ve never heard a name like that before.”

“Are you supposed to be in here?” I ask and check the time on my watch. Isaiah will be back soon, and I haven’t had the chance to do anything but take a bite of my sandwich and apple. Unsure of the rules about having this child in my room, I quickly walk to the chest of drawers and open the top one. As I suspected, inside are my new uniforms, neatly folded and pressed. The blue blouses and skirts are decorated with the same type of piping trim as on Ellie’s dress, but the fabric is much more functional . . . probably cotton or a blend. Hopefully they don’t get too wrinkly.

I pull out one of each and place them on the top of the chest.

“I just wanted to meet my new governess before Mother did,” Ellie says with a pout in her tone. “She never lets me do anything. I heard Mr. Isaiah bringing you up, and I just got so excited that I came in.”

I turn her way, and sadness mixed with hope fills her wide eyes.

“You don’t mind, do you?” she asks.

I reach for a black comb lying next to my clothes and then tug at the band holding my low bun in place. “You can stay while I do my hair, but I need to get dressed in private.”

Ellie’s eyes brighten, and she clasps her hands together. “May I comb it?”

I furrow my brows, knowing that I only have a few minutes; thick, curly hair like mine can be tricky. “Maybe another time. I have an appointment with your mother soon, and I don’t want to be late.”

The girl nods as if it’s something she understands. Maybe she does from personal experience.

After a few moments, my hair is fixed in a tidy new bun and I’ve eaten my entire sandwich.

“You like tuna?” Ellie asks with a wrinkled nose.

I laugh. “I do. Have you tried it?”

She shakes her head. “Mother says it’s nasty.”

“Cobalt food, right?”

“Yeah, I guess.” She hops up from the bed when I gather my fresh clothes.

“Maybe you should give it a try sometime.”

A mischievous grin twists at the corners of her mouth and Ellie races to the open connecting door, bare feet pattering against the carpet. When she gets to the other side, she quickly flips around and grasps the door’s edge. “When Mother isn’t looking, I will!”

With that she pulls the door shut, leaving me to myself.

A tiny laugh escapes my lips as I strip off my old clothes and pull on the new.

I like that kid.

* * *

As I fasten the last button on my blouse and steal a glimpse of myself in the mirror, a knock comes at my door.

Could be better. Could be worse.

“On my way.” I slip on the new pair of black leather shoes and eye my folded-up old clothes on the end of my bed. I open the door to find Isaiah standing in the hall and checking the time.

“We have four minutes,” he says, and I hustle from the room.

He brings up his black device and reads from the screen as we walk. “When you enter a room and see either Dr. or Mrs. Pierce, you will bow your head slightly. Address them as sir, Madam or ma’am, and only speak if you are spoken to. Stand until you are offered to take a seat.”

My heart picks up as Isaiah fires off the rules. None of them are unexpected, but after the pleasant encounter I just had with Ellie, they take me just a nudge off guard.

“That should be enough to get you through the next few minutes. Any others, Madam will inform you, and I will leave you a list.” He takes a sharp left and leads me down a different set of stairs than the first time.

“What happens if I break a rule?” I ask quietly.

Isaiah pinches his lips together. “Do your best not to.”

I rub my now-sweaty palms on the sides of my skirt and realize that pockets are sewn into the sides. Perfect to hide my damp, fidgety hands.

At the bottom of the stairs we walk about twenty feet and come to a set of rich, wooden double doors. Isaiah taps his knuckles on the wood.

“Come in,” a woman’s elegant voice calls.

My heart gives a nervous leap just at the sound of it, and I straighten the front of my uniform unnecessarily.

“Madam,” Isaiah announces and bows his head slightly upon entering the room. “This is the new governess for Miss Eleanor from the Cobalt Premier Workforce Program.”

I step into the room behind Isaiah and look around. To my right is the largest library I’ve ever seen. There must be hundreds of books—tall, short, fat, thin. I can only imagine all the topics. But my attention is quickly drawn to a tall woman with blonde hair to match Ellie’s standing behind a massive desk. Her hair is pulled up into the same type of fancy hairdo that I saw on the streets in Carmine. Such styles must take at least an hour to arrange—and likely need another person to help. Her lips are painted bright red, and black eyeliner is drawn out in a wing to accentuate her thick, dark eyelashes. She’s wearing an emerald hued dress tightly cinched at the waist, which makes it look hard to breathe. Like a tulip the full skirt fluffs out as she steps around the front of the desk.

I hope for a smile that doesn’t come. But as I glance down at Madam’s feet, I think her apparent unhappiness might be due to the tall, at least four-inch heels she’s wearing. The toes are pointed so thin they look like a pencil.

Isaiah clears his throat, shifting my attention from the painful-looking shoes to him. He gives me a barely perceptible head bob.

I’m supposed to bow my head!

Quickly I do and keep my eyes averted until Mrs. Pierce addresses me.

Her shoes click against the wooden floor when she steps from the rug and I stare at the pointed toes again, wondering if they could double as a weapon.

Get a grip, Tenly.

She pauses only about a foot and a half from me. “She looks a bit young, Isaiah.”

“Madam,” Isaiah answers. “All of the Cobalt Premier Workforce recruits are seventeen to eighteen years old.”

Mrs. Pierce raises her hand, places it under my chin and pulls it up. “This one can’t be more than fifteen.”

“I assure you, Madam. All the proper procedures have been followed—DNA scans, history . . . Miss Hawkins has just turned seventeen.”

The woman presses her lips together in a thin line and narrows her eyes while she studies my face. She’s at least six inches taller than me, and my temperature rises as her stare bores into my face. Like a good Cobalt I hold perfectly still.

Could she send me home just based on my looks?

With a flick of her wrist she releases me, and a relieved breath escapes my lips.

“Well, if we must have one of their kind in our home, at least she’s not too pretty. Plain girls blend into the background and cause fewer distractions. I have enough to worry about when running this household without wondering if some Cobalt girl is causing trouble.”

I gulp as my gut contracts at her words. I do try to make myself plain, but it never feels good to actually hear that I am. Not to mention that she’s also speaking about me as if I weren’t even here. My fingers flex open and closed with nervousness.

“I assure you, Madam,” Isaiah drawls. “Miss Hawkins has extremely high marks in all areas requested by both you and Dr. Pierce. She will allow you to fulfill your civic duty without any disruption in your household. I believe from her reports that she will be an excellent governess for Miss Eleanor.”

Mrs. Pierce waves her hand dismissively in the air and turns to head back to her desk. From the top she grabs a device slightly larger than the palm-sized one that Isaiah carries. She taps the screen and studies it for a moment. “Yes, yes. I have read all the reports. And I suppose that since I couldn’t convince my husband—who never seems to be around when I need him—to delay or refuse to bring a Cobalt into our home, then this one will do.”

She sets down the device, fluffs out her full skirt, which makes a rustling sound, and sits regally.

I bite my lip and wait.

“Dr. Pierce has a science lab in the basement.” She folds her hands on top of the desk. “None of the staff are allowed in there or to bother him if he happens to be here working.”

I nod. But inside, my heart does a tiny dance. Dr. Pierce is a scientist? How could I have such good luck? Even if I could only ever borrow books from him, I would be in heaven.

She raises a brow and I wipe the unintentional but minuscule smile from my face. Hopefully she didn’t notice.

“In a moment you will meet my daughter, Eleanor,” she continues. “She will be your primary responsibility until we inform you that she is not. You will ensure that she is cared for at all hours and will supplement her learning as a tutor, mostly for the Cotillion curriculum. Refer to her as Miss Eleanor, as she is your superior.”

Mrs. Pierce pauses for a moment and tips her head, obviously looking for some indication that I understand.

I only nod, but it’s apparently enough since she continues.

“Isaiah will provide you with a basic-level handheld device so that you may remain in contact with him or to use, heaven forbid, for any emergencies that involve my daughter. The device may not be used for anything personal . . . not that it will allow you to anyway. But any tampering may result in your immediate removal from this household. In fact, by disobeying any rules, you risk expulsion.”

I nod again, but my heart picks up speed. What if I accidently break a rule I didn’t know about? I’ve already met Ellie . . . Miss Eleanor.

“And one last thing before I bring in your charge. I also have an older son, Jaxon. He is at the age where he will not require a governess. I expect you to have little to no contact with him.” She unfolds her hands and taps at the screen of her personal device.

Before I can so much as nod to her last instruction, or even think about the fact that there’s another child in the house, the office door opens. Ellie steps in, still wearing the same dress, but this time she’s wearing white, shiny leather shoes with a buckle across the top. There are no big smiles, and she doesn’t even look my way. She only keeps her hands to her side and walks to Mrs. Pierce.

“Good afternoon, Mother,” Ellie says when she reaches the desk.

“Thank you for coming, Eleanor. I have someone new for you to meet.”

Ellie turns to me but keeps her expression static and my heart nearly cracks in two at the sight. I only spent about ten minutes with the girl, but I am one hundred percent sure that this new robot child persona is not her. And it hits me: even the Scarlets are forced to pretend they are people they are not in order to survive. I learned to do it when I was no older than Ellie in the Cobalt marketplace with a skinned and bloody knee, and children here must apparently learn to tuck themselves away for survival too.

“This is your new governess, Miss Hawkins,” Mrs. Pierce says with no more warmth in her tone than she’d used with me. “Soon you will begin supplemental lessons concerning manners with her. If you have any needs, please go to her first as you know Mother is extremely busy, and I cannot be bothered with every skinned knee that you get.”

Ellie wavers from me to Mrs. Pierce. “Thank you, Mother. You know how I’ve been looking forward to my lessons.”

Mrs. Pierce gives her daughter a tight smile and then brings her attention to Isaiah. “Download everything that Miss Hawkins will need for tutoring, as well as the house rules.”

“Yes, Madam.” Isaiah bows his head slightly.

“Now, I have much to attend to,” she says. “Eleanor’s lessons will take place in her workroom.”

Once again I nod. I’m obviously going to be mute for the rest of my life around Mrs. Pierce.

“May I go?” Ellie asks.

“Yes, you may.” Mrs. Pierce doesn’t even look at her daughter, but Ellie makes a beeline for the door. “Walk!”

Ellie slows her pace, and just as she passes me, I catch her wink at me. I struggle to hold back a smile.

“Thank you for your time, Madam,” Isaiah says and gestures for me to follow Ellie from the room.

We exit, and as the door closes, Isaiah picks up the pace to catch a skipping Ellie. She stops, and he bends down to whisper something in her ear. Her smile doesn’t go away but relaxes as she listens.

While they have their talk, I turn to look around at the hall and immediately run into a person’s chest.

“I’m so sorry!” My hands go in the air, and I look up to see who I just smashed into.

The boy with dark, straight hair, cut as if he’s gone a week too long between trims, takes a step back and eyes me. “New governess, I presume?”

I glance back at Isaiah and Ellie, who are still in conversation.

“Yes,” I answer, allowing my eyes to trail over his square jaw before averting them to the ground.

“Well, then.” He crosses his arms over his chest. “I suppose I’ll see you around.”

“Miss Hawkins,” Isaiah says in a firm tone.

I flip around as Isaiah gives me a stern look and beckons. Ellie is already gone.

Without another word to the boy, I follow Isaiah and stuff my hands back into my pockets.

“I’m Jax, by the way,” the boy’s voice calls after me, but I don’t look back.
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Rays from the sunrise stream through the window and across my ceiling. I’d love to take time to enjoy them since my day doesn’t even start for another hour, but I’m too used to waking at the crack of dawn. From my bed I poke at the screen of my new handheld. Electronics are something I’ve never had free access to, but this one seems fairly simplistic and without a lot of functionality.

I scroll over the classes I’ll be tutoring. Honestly, as Ellie’s governess, I’d hoped that I might be helping her with some real studies . . . history . . . math . . . science. But there’s little more on this thing than tips on manners, how to have polite conversation, tending to the home as a wife . . . how to mother children.

Things I know little to nothing about. And don’t really care to.

I guess I understand how to be quiet when things don’t involve you, but that’s about it.

Last night I didn’t get a chance to see any stars since clouds rolled in around six p.m. and never cleared out. Maybe tonight.

The door between Ellie’s and my room squeaks as it pushes open.

“Hi,” says Ellie, still clad in footie pajamas covered in cute little bunny rabbits.

“Hello, Miss Eleanor,” I say and sit up from my pillow.

“Don’t call me that,” she says. “At least, not in here. In here I just want to be friends.”

I smile, throw back my comforter, and pat the mattress beside me. I never had a little sister before, and even though it’s only been one day, Ellie already feels like one.

She giggles and crawls in next to me, snuggling up to my side.

My logical brain knows this is probably a bad idea, but it’s hard to say no to someone so obviously starved for attention. Mama never said no to me when I needed her.

A twinge cramps my gut at the thought of Mama sleeping with me just the night before last. Seems like a lifetime ago. Maybe my wanting to be close to someone is only to dull the pain of leaving my family behind.

“So,” I ask as I tap at my handheld to see what today’s schedule will bring. “That boy from the hall was your brother?”

“Yeah,” she says sleepily. “Jax.”

“How old is he?” I don’t know why I’m asking. He’s not my business, and Mrs. Pierce instructed me not to interact with him anyway. But it might help me to get the lay of the land, the more information I have. The more I know, the less likely I’ll get in trouble.

“Seventeen. And a half.”

“Humph. You have an appointment with your mother after breakfast.” I study the schedule, and my mind drifts away from the handsome boy I met for about a half a second in the hall. It seems that Ellie and Mrs. Pierce will be gone most of the day.

“What is it today?” Ellie sighs. “A class on not munching your food too loudly?”

“Close.” I chuckle at her comment and read the title. “The importance of proper etiquette in Scarlet society.”

“Bor—ing! Why doesn’t she just have us work in the garden? Learning the flowers’ names is at least a little more exciting but still something expected of a lady.”

Not a bad idea. At least that has some educational value.

“Maybe another day, but now it’s time for you to get dressed.” My eyes rove to the notes on the screen. “Madam has instructed the yellow dress with lace.”

“Ugh . . . that one is so scratchy.”

Despite my own distaste for scratchy clothing, I usher Ellie from my bed. “If you need help getting your dress on, I’ll be right here.”

She smiles, bounces off into her room, and shuts the door. I breathe a sigh of relief. I like her company, but with her gone today, I’ll have the chance to explore the house a little and prepare for tomorrow’s tutoring.

I rise, head into the small bathroom attached to my room, and shower. According to the rules, I’m allotted one ten-minute shower a day in the morning, and I’ve never been so grateful. The hot water falls over my skin, and everything in me wants to write home about the experience.

It’s that good.

If the water was working at all in our building, it was never hot. Lukewarm at best, and usually cold. I rarely complained because everyone else in the Tenement had the exact same issues . . . except maybe Mayor Lark. I might tell Mama and Papa these things in my first letter, but I don’t want them to feel like I’m bragging either.

I finish up my shower and don my second set of uniform clothes. As I do, I peer around for the clothes I brought with me and realize they’re all gone. Someone must have taken them away yesterday while I was out meeting with Mrs. Pierce or with Ellie. All that’s left from my belongings are the portrait Kalib made for me, a handful of knickknacks I’ve collected over the years, one photo of Mama, Papa and me, and the necklace they gave me for my birthday still tucked under my blouse.

Before I can process the fact that someone from the staff is allowed to come into my room, a light tapping comes from the internal door. “Are you dressed?” Ellie’s soft voice comes from the other side, and the door cracks open slightly.

“Yes.” I run the comb through my wet hair and twist the locks into a bun secured by a band.

Ellie enters wearing a golden dress with a tiny, barely there floral print. She reaches one hand over her shoulder and then twists to show me. “I can’t get the last of the buttons.”

I gesture with my head for her to come over, and I fasten the last two. “There you go. Now, how would you like your hair today?”

“In braids!” she exclaims.

“Hum.” I pinch my lips together. “From looking at my rules, I don’t believe that braids are allowed for the activity your mother is taking you to.” Why that would even matter, I have no idea. Ellie is six and should be allowed to wear braids whenever she likes.

Instead we decide on what’s called a side chignon. It seems too grown-up for her, but the style is approved. I check my device for instructions, and it’s not that different from what I do every day . . . it just takes more hairpins to keep in place and make the hair look perfectly smooth. After she’s ready, I escort Ellie down to her mother’s office.

I go to knock on the door.

“Oh, don’t do that,” Ellie says and points to several chairs outside the door that I hadn’t noticed yesterday. “She just has me wait here until she’s available.”

“And should I stay?”

Ellie shakes her head. “My Scarlet governess before you never did.”

“There was one before me?” I should have expected this, but for some reason I didn’t, and no one else had mentioned it.

“Two.” Ellie smiles. “But they didn’t work out.”

“Why—” I start, but Mrs. Pierce’s office door swings open.

“Oh, thank goodness, you’re ready.” Mrs. Pierce, wearing just as fancy a dress today as yesterday but in a brilliant orange, dashes to Ellie. “Traffic is very heavy today, and we need to leave early if we’re ever going to make it on time.”

I take a few steps back from Ellie and stop, keeping my eyes averted. But Madam’s stress level is tangible, and my heart picks up the pace.

Mrs. Pierce spins toward me on her high heels, and I briefly eye her. She waves her dismissive hand in my direction. “Leave.”

I bow my head slightly and turn without out any sort of motion to tell Ellie goodbye. Hopefully she understands.

From behind me Mrs. Pierce mumbles something about breakfast for Ellie in the car and that Isaiah will be driving them. That’s all I get before I round the corner, stop, and press my back against the wall of the empty corridor. Luckily, Sunday is a low staffing day and I haven’t even seen any other help.

I knit my arms over my chest and give myself a second to catch my breath and let my heart slow down. This place is seriously messing with my emotions. One moment everything is great. Ellie is a wonderful child, and I can’t wait to get to know her more. But with Mrs. Pierce, it’s like a whirlwind, and finding out that the previous governesses didn’t work out makes me feel incredibly nervous about my odds. Especially if the last ones were Scarlets. Where does that leave me?

A quick breath escapes my lungs, and I remember that Isaiah has arranged for meals to be brought to my room until we see how my integration into the household goes. My stomach grumbles at the thought of food. Exploring would be nice later, but not until I at least have a meal in my belly.

I push off from the wall and start the journey toward my room. When I get to the staircase, I’m met with an unfamiliar man coming down the stairs. He’s tall but not too tall, with dark hair, and his hazel eyes glance down at a book in his hand. He appears completely lost in his own world, and I step aside to let him pass. But when he hits the bottom landing, he looks up, and his attention falls suddenly on me.

“Oh . . . you’re new,” he says.

I nod and keep my gaze down.

“The new governess, I suppose?”

I nod a second time, just wanting to get back up to the safety of my room.

The man chuckles. “The silent type?”

Confused by his words, I bring my gaze to meet his. Is he joking with me?

A smile twists at the corners of his lips, and he leans in to whisper. “Are they gone yet?”

“Who?” I say quietly, hoping my response doesn’t get me in trouble, but the man did address me. Several times.

“My wife . . . and daughter.”

Quickly I retreat a step and fold my hands behind my back. This is Dr. Pierce.

“Well?” he persists.

“I believe that they just left.”

“Excellent.” Dr. Pierce claps the book shut. “This is the perfect time to make you familiar with several duties that are not listed in your . . . what I’d guess are extensive rules and tutoring lessons downloaded to your device.”

I gulp, having no clue what he’s talking about, and my face must give me away.

“You are the new governess, correct? The one from the Cobalt Premier Workforce?”

“Yes?” I have no idea why it comes out as a question. All I do know is that I’m incredibly confused by the difference in demeanor between Dr. and Mrs. Pierce.

“Are you quite sure?” He smiles, and the expression reminds me a little of when Papa teases me.

“I . . . I am. Tenly Hawkins.”

“Well then, Miss Hawkins, I need you to follow me.”

Nervousness twirls in my belly. It would best if I do as I’m asked. Just like any good Cobalt does. But what would Mrs. Pierce say? And how does this fall in line with the rules? “Um, I was about to go eat my breakfast.”

“Oh.” He raises a brow. “I can get you something where we’re going.”

I stuff my hands into my pockets and find my handheld inside my right one. I bow my head slightly and say, “Yes . . . sir.”

“Dr. Pierce will suffice.” With those words he leads me briskly down the hall and to another set of stairs leading down.

“Are . . . are we going to the basement?” I’m not ready to run into any of the other staff and make them think I’m invading their territory.

Without stopping he says, “How else will we get to my lab?”

“Your lab?” My eyes widen at his words as we clomp down the dim stairway.

We reach the bottom and he leads me to a set of double doors. Beside the right one is a metal pad similar to the one outside my room. Dr. Pierce holds his palm in front of it, and a green light switches on.

The door automatically slides back, and a woman’s voice speaks. “Good morning, Dr. Pierce. What can I do for you today?”

I whip my head around looking for the woman, but no one appears.

“Yes, Delilah. I need coffee. And lots of it.”

“Coming right up, Dr. Pierce,” the voice says, and on a counter across the room a machine whirs to life, and dark coffee begins to drip into a glass carafe. Almost immediately a rich, almost savory aroma fills the air.

“Who is that?” I ask, still looking around at the room. It contains a library of textbooks and a plethora of unfamiliar—but intriguing—scientific equipment.

The doors close behind us, and he walks toward a large set of beakers with various types of clear liquid inside them.

He gives me a quizzical look, then chuckles. “That’s my virtual assistant. She’s not alive, per se.”

I narrow my brows in confusion.

“She’s a computer.” Dr. Pierce walks to where the coffee has nearly filled the carafe, takes a white mug from the counter, and pours the brown liquid into it. “Want some?”

I bite my lips. I’ve heard of coffee before but never had any . . . too expensive. Although I’d love to taste it, it’s best I decline. “No, thank you.”

He shrugs. “Maybe next time.”

Next time? Does he plan on me coming back here again? “What about Mrs. Pierce’s rules?”

Dr. Pierce chugs a big gulp of coffee. “You let me worry about that. Now. I suppose we should get down to business.”

“Business?”

He gestures with his hand to a table that has two high, backless chairs under it. “Have a seat. Isaiah did provide you with a Flexx, correct?”

“Flexx?” I ask.

“A handheld,” he clarifies.

I pull it from my pocket and hold it up.

“Excellent.” He points to the chair again. “Please sit.”

I place the Flexx on the tabletop and pull out the chair, which squeaks across the concrete floor. I perch carefully on the seat and wait.

Instead of sitting, he busies himself with some of the lab equipment and taps something into his handheld, then into his fancy computer. Probably findings from an experiment. “Please understand you are here because I wanted you to be.”

“In your lab?”

Dr. Pierce chuckles, eyes me for a second, and then returns to his work. “No, silly girl. Your placement with the Cobalt Premier Workforce. My daughter needed a governess, and I needed someone who would be willing to instruct her in the sciences.”

I shake my head. “Why couldn’t anyone just instruct her in the sciences?”

A full-on laugh bursts from his mouth. “Miss Hawkins, my daughter is a girl, if you haven’t noticed.”

“And . . .”

“And girls, particularly girls of high society families, don’t grow up to be scientists.” He turns and gestures to my Flexx. “Tell me what courses my wife has arranged in Eleanor’s Cotillion curriculum.”

“Last night we practiced proper table manners.”

“Exactly. My daughter is being prepared to be an excellent wife, mother and supporter to her husband . . . all excellent things, mind you. Sure, you’ll be able to teach her a few basics about history . . . math. But I’ve seen the gleam in my daughter’s eyes when she comes down here to the lab. I love my child and don’t want to deny her anything.”

I fidget with my hands on my lap. “But why me? Why a Cobalt?”

“Because, despite your disadvantages, Cobalts don’t have such hang-ups in their culture. I specifically chose you because of your marks and interest in science.”

Heat rises up my cheeks. Pride? Embarrassment? The fact that I’m being seen for once in my life outside of close friends and family? “But Madam . . . the rules,” I remind him.

He downs a large gulp of his black coffee. “Mrs. Pierce is often distracted, and what happens in Eleanor’s study room will be no bother to her if you are diligent in completing the rest of my daughter’s curriculum. Now, I will not force you, but if you are willing, I might eventually be able to give you and my daughter limited access to my lab on slow staffing days to run experiments and other such learning opportunities. But that will take time. For now, at least, I can load your Flexx with lessons.”

I gaze around at the lab and my mouth falls open. I—a Cobalt—will have access to all this?

“But I do need for you to decide now since I will be required to get everything in order.”

I gulp my heart down from my throat. “Yes, please . . . sir.”

He smiles. “Dr. Pierce will suffice.”
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I run my trembling fingers over the Flexx tucked away in my pocket as I quietly make my way upstairs from the lab. Apparently Dr. Pierce’s private space is on the opposite end from the staff quarters, so I don’t run into anyone. Thankfully.

Now loaded on to my handheld—and can only be opened with my, or Dr. Pierce’s fingerprint and a special code—is a massive science curriculum.

My mind is swirling with the seemingly infinite possibilities. I can barely believe my good fortune.

And the curriculum is not just one for young children . . . Dr. Pierce made sure that the information spanned far past that. He said it was in good faith that I’d be here a long time and teach his daughter for years to come, but I have a small and probably ridiculous inkling that it’s for me.

Could that even be?

That a man of high Scarlet society would even consider a Cobalt to be intelligent . . . or worthy enough to even possess such information. I’ve been here less than twenty-four hours, and this morning was the first time that I’d even met him.

He could not think that highly of me yet.

Without even realizing I’d taken the whole journey from the lab, I find myself back in my room and gazing out the window while still clutching the precious device in my pocket. The gardens at the back of the house are massive and more than beautiful—lush and green. But in truth, my standards are incredibly low since gardens were not a part of Cobalt life in the Tenement. So I don’t actually know if the Pierces’ landscaping is on par with or better than anyone else’s.

Off in the distance I spot what I think might be at least forty rose bushes. I’ve read that their smell is delectable and make a mental note to find time to go out there sooner or later. Beyond the roses are the apple trees Ellie told me about.

I break away from the view, take my seat at the desk, and bring out my device. I enter a special code that Dr. Pierce showed me and then place my index finger on the screen. Up pops a hidden display with icons for the science curriculum. Plus there is another that I don’t recognize.

I tap it, and an access window for online information blooms on the screen. I gasp at the sight and quickly close it again. The only place I’ve ever heard of online access is strictly for Scarlets. Why would he put that on my Flexx? Seeing it shocks me back into reality.

Why did I say yes to any of this? Isaiah said I was only receiving the handheld for Ellie’s basic schooling, emergencies and schedule updates. Mrs. Pierce would be furious if she found out what I was doing, and I risk getting sent back to the Tenement . . . or worse. I should be grateful just to be here and have the chance to help educate Ellie in the proper way. Back in the Tenement a few years ago, we managed on one meal a day for a week so that Mama and Papa could afford my basic school supplies like pencils and paper. And now who do I think I am? I gulp at my impulsive and selfish behavior. I didn’t say yes for Ellie . . . I said yes for me. But then, Dr. Pierce is the person ultimately in charge here and has asked me to do this.

I never take risks. This is something Kalib would do, not me.

I toss the device beside me on the desktop and blow out a long, exasperated breath.

Stupid chocolate . . . I wouldn’t even eat Kalib’s chocolate and I just agreed to do something completely against Scarlet cultural norms. What if it’s even worse than that? What if it’s illegal? Would Dr. Pierce break the law? That would put him at risk too.

My stomach clenches, and I realize that on top of my nerves I’m also starving. When Dr. Pierce told me he had food in his lab, I can only imagine that he must have meant coffee . . . since he downed four cups just while I was there. Quickly I check around to see if a meal was delivered to my room— a sandwich, stale crust of bread, anything—but there’s nothing. Probably due to the low staffing today.

Determined to get my mind off my current problem, I pocket my handheld again and head from my room.

Empty, the house feels a little creepy. The walls are dotted with random art . . . some scenic and some portraits, maybe long-dead Pierce relatives, but I have no idea. I have a feeling that Kalib would be more interested in the art than I am, but I’m glad for a few moments to explore and not have to run into anyone. After a bit of trial and error, I make it down to the kitchen where Isaiah brought me through yesterday morning.

Carefully I peek around the corner to ensure no one is inside. Across from the open door is a large basket of what looks like some sort of individual cakes wrapped in paper. There are three different colors, which must indicate the flavors.

“Do we have to watch this stuff? Doesn’t President Nelson know it’s our day off?” I jump at the male voice coming from down the hall.

A woman laughs. “We never get time off from understanding our place.”

I glance back at the cakes as my mouth waters just thinking about them. But no, I can’t just take one without permission. No matter how empty my belly is.

I steel myself and walk toward the sounds of the voices. Maybe if I’m lucky, they’ll know what I can have from the kitchen and what I can’t. Creeping toward the doorway, I make out a new voice I recognize as President Nelson. When I finally reach the open door, I spot a small media screen on the wall, and sure enough, there he is blabbing away. I call it blabbing since that’s mostly what I heard from him on the large outdoor screens in the Tenement.

Nothing ever changes in the Tenements, so he was just forever reminding us of old rules that we already knew. If something different came up, everyone else would be talking about it, so I rarely took notice. I had enough to stay on guard for on the streets.

President Thomas Nelson calls himself the president, but everyone knows that he only elected himself long ago—years before I was born. He’s gray and balding and generally soft-spoken, but I think the tactic is calculated to lull the people into thinking everything is under control. Which makes me a little surprised to hear the negative comments from these staff members, whom I remember from the kitchen, plus another red headed young woman I don’t recognize.

My chest tightens. The kitchen staff did not give me a very welcoming look yesterday, and I seriously doubt that they’d care if I starved to death.

The three of them lounge like they own the place on two plush couches. The furniture down here doesn’t look as expensive as the pieces upstairs, but the quality is still infinitely higher than anything we had back home. They drink from white mugs, what I guess is coffee from the same rich aroma that filled Dr. Pierce’s office. The kitchen staff woman reaches to a plate beside her to pluck up one of the cakes and peels off the layer of paper surrounding it. She takes a big bite straight from the top.

“You really outdid yourself this time with the banana nut muffins,” she says to the man with her mouth full of what I guess are called muffins. “They really are divine.”

“The blueberry is overbaked and dry,” he answers. “Not sure what I’m going to do with those.”

I guess if dry muffins and President Nelson on the media screen are the biggest issues around here, these people still have it pretty good.

Before I can even speak, the woman I recognize turns her head and spots me. My heart leaps into my throat, and my body instantly freezes. She gives me a quick once-over. “What are you doing down here?”

The man raises his brows, apparently waiting for my answer too.

“Um . . . I didn’t see anything in my instructions of what to do if I didn’t have one of my meals delivered to my room.”

The unknown woman scoffs. “So you made it out of the Tenement and now you think that Scarlets need to wait on you, Bluey.”

I gulp and hug myself for protection. “Um . . . of course not. That’s just how Isaiah set things up. I’m glad to serve myself if that’s what needs to happen. I simply don’t know what I’m allowed.”

“What you’re allowed? You shouldn’t be allowed down—”

The man clears his throat and cuts her off. “Don’t forget Sarah, Isaiah did say . . .”

The two women verbally back off at his reminder. Isaiah must have quite a bit of pull around here, and maybe this guy is at least sensitive enough to stay in line.

Sarah, from the kitchen staff, gives me a saccharine smile. “Fine.” She points to a tray behind her that’s piled with several muffins. “You can take a blueberry.”

I scan over the muffins and guess that the ones with the bluish spots are the ones she’s referring to.

“Blueberry for a Bluey.” The other woman chuckles.

They all burst into laughter.

“After that, I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to make blueberry muffins again!” the man says.

I step into the room and walk quietly toward the platter.

“Make sure you use the tongs . . . we’re not animals around here like you’re probably used to.” Sarah scoffs.

Everything in me wants to scream at them, and I know by the heat radiating off my neck and cheeks that I must be beet red. Cobalts aren’t animals! These people are the ones acting like brutes right now. But when is that a new story?

With a shaky hand I reach for the metal tongs and forgo the plate for napkin only. I pluck up one speckled muffin and drop it into the center of the paper.

“So there was this special program on last night about the reckless nature of all Cobalts and why it’s still best that they stay in the Tenement for their own good—and ours,” Sarah says as if I’m not standing right here in the same room as they are. “Apparently so many of the girls are always trying to catch the eyes of sentries assigned there.”

My mind flashes back to the goon who nearly pulled me into the alley for nothing more than trying to mind my own business and get to my exam on time. Tears sting at the corners of my eyes.

Breakfast is not worth this treatment.

“Probably hoping for a better station in life . . . little manipulative whores,” the man adds. “I hope we don’t have to see any of that disgusting ambition around here.”

Ugh . . . and I thought he might be a little better.

I stare down at my muffin and find it squeezed in the middle since my fingers have closed over it.

Without glancing back, I hustle from the room to keep them from seeing me cry.

“Blech . . . toss out all those muffins and make sure those tongs are sterilized,” one of the women says, likely loud enough for me to hear on purpose.

The others cackle, but I’m already at the staircase, crumpled muffin still in hand, and can barely hear them anymore.

I move quickly through the hall without running because I know that barring an emergency, running inside the house is strictly prohibited. At least I have the mental capacity in this moment to remember that.

Up the stairs and to my room, I palm the lock pad and nearly fling myself onto my bed. I toss the completely mangled muffin onto the side table, and tears flow freely from my eyes.

Through the blur I make out my portrait from Kalib.

In this moment all I want is for him to be outside my window and put his arms around me. I never felt unseen with Kalib. Even though I pushed him away far too often, he was always there.

He told me not to do this. I didn’t listen.

And now I don’t even have any idea where he is.

Or if I ever will know again.








  
  
  Chapter 11

  
  




The rest of the day I distract myself from the staff’s insults by immersing myself in Ellie’s schooling on the Flexx. Not just the science one, but also Mrs. Pierce’s Red Ladies Cotillion curriculum. Weird thing is, that’s the actual name . . . the Red Ladies. So pretentious.

Being in the Tenement all of my life, I’d never actually realized how different Scarlet men and women were treated. Back home, there was barely a difference . . . we all just did our part. Men and women were placed at jobs where their best skills lay. Maya Lark was mayor, not because she was a woman but because she worked her way up the ladder to get to that position. I know from Kalib that men work in the factory where his mother and sister sew clothes, and Papa has an equal number of men and women working for him at the transportation factory. When babies are born in the Tenement, they immediately go to childcare so both parents can return to their stations and start working again.

But here in Carmine it’s quite different. From the curriculum, I’ve learned that not all families can afford it, but if they can, women do not work . . . at least not outside the home. Mrs. Pierce seems to have made her job running her home and maintaining their family’s social status, but she earns no income.

From what I can tell, Dr. Pierce ranks pretty high in the government as a scientist. What his exact responsibilities are I don’t know yet but hope to find out.

Thinking about it, Mama often told me that she wished she could have spent more time with me as a baby and wished her factory hours were not at long as they were. So I don’t know which way of life for women I prefer. But here it’s all but forbidden for Ellie to learn science, whereas I had the opportunity to at least study it some throughout my education.

That said, I want to do a good job teaching Ellie her social responsibilities since that is the job that got me here.

By 4 p.m. I think I’ve gotten the hang of basic place settings for a dinner party and acceptable small talk for ladies, both in mixed company and women-only groups. It seems like a lot for a six-year-old to manage, but I think I can make practicing fun with a few games.

A clatter comes from Ellie’s room, and within seconds a knock comes at our shared door.

“You there?” Ellie’s muffled voice comes through the crack.

I chuckle and power off my device. “Yes.”

“Can I come in?”

“You’re asking this time?” I let out a stronger laugh as she pokes her head through the now-open door. Her hair has partially come out from the chignon I tied it in before she left. Several tendrils of hair frame her cherub-like face.

“Interrupting adults was one of the lessons from my class with Mother.”

“Hmm . . . Well, I’m not sure I’m an adult yet, as I’m only seventeen. But yes, I agree. Knocking and asking is probably good practice.” I smile.

Ellie giggles. “So I can come in?”

“Yes, you may.”

Apparently forgetting everything else from her class, she flings open the door, races to my side and proceeds to fill me in on every detail, both exciting, like the lemon strawberry pastries, and boring, like sitting for way too long in a scratchy dress and listening to adults blather on for hours about how children are seen and not heard.

Ellie flops down on my bed and closes her eyes, probably exhausted from her day.

Pinching my lips I glance at my device. I had planned on going over the place-setting lesson if Ellie got home early enough, but it sounds as if her entire day was filled with etiquette.

Instead, I reach into the crumpled napkin now on my desk and gather up all the crumbs from the blueberry muffin. Downstairs they’d said it was dry and overbaked, but honestly that muffin is one of the best things I’ve ever tasted. I never got around to tracking down lunch but figure it was likely a futile effort anyway. It’s not like I’m a stranger to skipping lunch, so the loss isn’t that big a deal. I’ll make sure to talk to Isaiah about dinner. In the meantime, I savor one last taste of sweetness before disposing of the napkin.

While Ellie still pretend naps, I stand and gaze out the window over the garden. Taking her out there would be the perfect way to accomplish several of my morning goals that never happened today—explore the garden, get some fresh air, and throw in a little biology lesson on the sly. Also, with Ellie at my side, it might be less likely that I’ll get hassled by the staff.

“What do you think about heading outside?” I ask with a gleam in my eye.

One eyelid pops open and Ellie’s smile grows from ear to ear. She sits and bobs her head up and down.

“Good.” I pocket my device and grab Ellie’s hand. “This room is getting stuffy.”

With a spring in her step, a few minutes later she leads me out the back of the house and onto the garden pathway. Outside I take in the earthy smells and relish the late afternoon sunshine. Despite the negative experience I had this morning, never has the world felt so free and easy. I reach down to run my hand over the green grass and let the blades tickle my fingers as Ellie skips ahead, still in her golden dress and fancy shoes. She giggles and throws out her arms as if to greet the afternoon sun and flowers as old friends.

We reach the roses I saw from my room yesterday, and my heart picks up the pace at the thought of giving them a whiff. I choose a fully bloomed pink one and bend to smell the aroma. Sweet fragrance fills my senses while I close my eyes and try to savor the moment.

“There’s nothing like your first time.” A male voice comes from behind me and I flinch. Immediately I shoot up from the rose and twist to the voice’s owner.

“Jax!” Ellie’s shouts excitedly. She runs to him and throws her arms around his waist. He gives me an exasperated smile and pats her on the head. Despite his lack of enthusiasm for his sister, he is as handsome as the first time I saw him yesterday. Maybe more so. Jax is tall, but not as tall as Kalib . . . thinner too. But he has no need to lift heavy boxes and equipment at a factory like my best friend does . . . did.

“Eleanor, you act like you haven’t seen me for a million years, when we just had dinner together last night,” he says.

She gazes up at her brother, who’s wearing a white, untucked button-down shirt and a pair of jeans . . . a surprisingly unpretentious outfit. “I missed you!”

In that moment I realize just how starved Ellie must be for real attention. It’s why she glommed onto me so fast without even knowing me. At least that’s something I can provide her with. While I can’t judge outside the Pierce home, it seems that physical affections are pretty few and far between. It may well be that Ellie is somewhat of an anomaly to them in wanting it. Dr. Pierce seemed nice enough, but I haven’t seen him interact with anyone in his family.

Jax pats Ellie on the head again and returns his attention to me. He brushes his floppy brown hair back from his forehead, and a zing of electricity that I definitely did not invite shoots up my spine. I lower my chin slightly and avert my gaze from his steely blue eyes, but instead of walking in a different direction, he leaves his sister and approaches.

“Nothing like your first time,” he repeats, keeping his voice low.

“Um, first time for what?” I stuff my suddenly sweaty palms into my pockets. Mrs. Pierce made a point of mentioning that I did not need to interact with Jax, and I’d be glad if he wouldn’t keep popping up. But it’s not like I can keep him from being in the hall where I am or out in the garden with his sister.

“I presume that there are no roses in the Tenement,” he says, one side of his lips quirking up into a grin.

“No.” I chuckle nervously. “I’ve read about them in some of my textbooks, but that’s all I know.”

“So . . . ?”

I gulp. “So what?”

Ellie runs up and hangs her arms around his waist once more. At first Jax gestures in the air as if he doesn’t know where to put his hand, but then he settles it onto her shoulder.

“What do you think about the roses?” he asks as his sister releases him and runs across the grass behind us.

“Oh.” I glance down at the pink rose. “They’re beautiful and smell divine.”

“You do have to watch out for the thorns, though.”

“Thorns?”

Jax stretches his hand out to the flower, then grasps the stem. The rose makes a snapping sound as he pulls it back to himself. He brings it to his nose and inhales. Just as I did, he closes his eyes as if he’s enjoying the aroma. When he opens his eyes, he pulls the flower away and presents his palm with the rose still in the center. Two spots on the skin are broken and already dotted with red blood.

“Sometimes beautiful things still hold dangers. It’s best to be careful.” He raises a brow but seems largely undisturbed by his small wounds.

I gulp and look over at Ellie, who’s now seated on the grass and removing her shoes and socks.

“Um, yes.” I nod to Jax but then call to Ellie. “I’m not sure if you should do that, Miss Ellie . . . Eleanor.”

Ellie eyes me. “Just for a few minutes? These shoes are hurting my toes.”

I flatten my lips into a thin line. “Okay. A few minutes.” I think for a moment of how I might use the experience as a lesson. “But only if you agree to pay attention to how the grass feels between your toes and write a short poem about it when we go back to the room.” If Jax weren’t here, I’d probably take a more scientific approach and have her bring back a few blades of grass to study, but since light poetry is acceptable for ladies, it’s a good excuse for allowing her a little freedom.

As Ellie plays, Jax doesn’t leave. Instead he follows by my side as I walk through the path of roses.

“You know my name, but I don’t know yours yet,” he says.

I keep my eyes either straight ahead or on Ellie. Jax is my superior, just as everyone around here is, and regardless of Mrs. Pierce’s warning, it’s not as if I can tell him I’d be more comfortable if he left—as much as I might like to get to know someone else my age, especially when they occupy the same house.

“My name is Tenly. Tenly Hawkins.”

He purses his lips for a second, then smiles. “Tenly. I’ve not heard that name before. I quite like it.”

It’s stupid but heat immediately radiates across my cheeks at the compliment. Not as if I had anything to do with the choosing of my name. That was all my parents’ doing. A very nervous, very childlike giggle exits my lips, making me even more embarrassed than before.

“Eleanor Theodora Pierce,” Mrs. Pierce’s unmistakable voice calls from across the yard.

The heat on my face instantly turns to cold and I whip around to see Madam making her way along the garden path. She still wears her very high, very pointed heels and has not changed from her fancy dress. The expression on her face is neither angry or happy, but I gather by her use of Ellie’s full name that being shoeless or maybe even coming to the garden was a poor choice.

I want to speak, but I have no idea what to say. Before I can even consider what to do, Jax turns and makes a beeline for her.

“Mother.” He spreads his hands out, palms up. “It’s so good to see you.”

Mrs. Pierce stops and turns her attention to her son, and I’m painfully aware that I’m standing only a few feet behind him. My heart pounds against my ribcage.

“Your sister needs to attend to her studies inside.” Mrs. Pierce places one hand on her hip as Ellie sloppily pulls on her shoes and socks.

Jax tips his head. “I had heard that Eleanor was involved with studies all day long. You do remember that I also had trouble putting in more than a few hours at a time without a small break when I was her age.” A smile licks at his tone even though I can’t see his expression. “Miss Hawkins”—he gestures back to me without looking—“was just using a little fresh air to help Eleanor work on a poetry assignment. And I know how much you enjoy poetry on occasion.”

Madam’s jaw tightens slightly as Ellie makes her way to her side, head bowed. “Poetry can be accomplished with shoes, my dear.” Mrs. Pierce places her hand under Ellie’s chin and pulls it up so she is looking at her.

“I’m sorry, Mother,” Ellie says, all the joy gone from her voice.

Mrs. Pierce nods. “Now go inside and get cleaned up.”

Ellie does as she’s told, and Madam’s attention trains back on her son. “Isn’t there something better you can do with your time?”

Without missing a beat, Jax says, “A brother is allowed to take part in his sister’s education, correct? I just wanted to ensure that Miss Hawkins was fit for the job.”

The hard expression on Mrs. Pierce’s face softens. “Of course.” She gives me a quick, narrowed stare that reminds me she wants her son to have nothing to do with me.

Because I’m not good enough.

My stomach muscles tighten as she turns and walks back to the house. Both Jax and I stand frozen as she goes and don’t move until she disappears into the house. Once she does, I hasten to follow Ellie and help her clean up.

I’ve taken no more than a few steps when Jax says, “Were you going to say goodbye?”

I turn back and clear my throat. “It was nice to meet you.” As I pass he slips the rose into my hand.

“For you,” he says.

Stunned, I stop and turn to him, speechless.

“I heard a rumor,” he whispers.

I gulp waiting for the ax to drop.

“I heard a rumor that you were interested in seeing the stars.”

I step back slightly. I only mentioned that to Isaiah. Has Jax been asking about me? “Um, yes.”

He leans in a bit closer. “There’s a staircase at the end of the hall by your room leading up to the roof. Meet me there tonight at 11 p.m. I’ll point out all the constellations.”

I check around nervously. “Thank you for the invitation, but Ellie may need me.” With that I hurry to the house, still clutching my rose.

“If you change your mind, I’ll be up there anyway,” he says from behind.
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Eyes wide open, I lie in my bed and throw off the comforter for what must be the hundredth time—after pulling it back over myself just as many. I’ve avoided looking at the time since I got into bed. It has to be well past midnight by now.

11 p.m. That’s when Jax said he’d be on the roof. Could he still be there?

My heart is dying to have him point out the constellations to me. Of course I know most of them, but having someone who’s seen the stars clearly their entire life as your guide instead of just looking at pictures in books is exciting.

Keep your head low, Tenly. Be invisible. It’s kept you out of trouble. The warnings tickle at the back of my mind instead of their usual front and center.

Annoyed with my inability to sleep, I sit and swing my legs to the floor. The internal door is shut tight across the room, and I know Ellie is safe in her bed. She’s likely been asleep for several hours since she could barely keep her eyes open when I tucked her in. The poor kid had a very long day.

Letting out an exasperated breath and still avoiding the actual time, I stand and shuffle to the window. The night is clear, and tiny stars speckle the sky, but I know that I need to be outside to get a really good view. The roof would be ideal.

On my nightstand next to my lamp is the pink rose Jax picked today, resting inside a glass of water, and the portrait Kalib drew.

I reach down and rub the edge of the paper between my thumb and forefinger. How is Kalib doing tonight? And Mama and Papa?

Kalib would say I should take the risk to do something that would make me happy . . . even if it was only for a few minutes.

I pluck up the rose and inhale the sweet fragrance. There were so many things in the Tenement I didn’t have the opportunity to experience. And it’s not as if Mrs. Pierce makes all the final decisions like requiring me to stay away from Jax . . . in Scarlet society, Dr. Pierce does.

And look at all the opportunities that he’s offering me.

I tap my Flexx, also on the nightstand, to check the actual time. 11:16 p.m.

Before I can stop myself, I have my shoes on and device in my pajama pocket in case Ellie needs me, and I’m halfway up the stairs at the end of the hall. On the last step I slow and nearly turn back.

“It’s just this once,” I remind myself and keep going until I reach the door that leads onto the rooftop. Inhaling deeply and holding it for a second, I reach for the handle and twist. The hinges squeak as the door opens, and I release my breath.

In the middle of a platform with a railing around it stands Jax, bathed in moonlight, next to a large, very expensive telescope. My belly does a flop at the sight of it. Could I really be this fortunate?

“I was pretty sure you weren’t coming,” he says, keeping his voice low and stepping back from the telescope.

“So was I.” I allow the door to shut behind me.

Jax tips up his chin and lets out a chuckle. The moonlight casts shadows and highlights across his angular features, reminding me just how good looking he is. “Well, the stars are still here, so you didn’t miss those.”

I gaze up and my breath hitches. The darkened sky is full of twinkling lights, and my eye immediately falls on the bird-like Aquila constellation. For whatever reason, that one has always been my favorite.

“You can get a better view from the telescope,” Jax reminds me.

“They’re beautiful just as is.” I keep my eyes trained on the sky, drinking in the view.

“You’re right.”

Quickly, I bring my attention to him and realize that he’s looking at me. I instinctively grab for and twist a loose curl hanging over my shoulder.

“I like your hair down like this,” Jax says. “How come you wear it in the bun?”

Wishing I had a band around my wrist to at least tie it back in a low ponytail, I pull all the curls behind my back to get them away from my face. “It’s wild and hard to work when it’s always getting in my way.” It’s a partial truth and partial lie. He doesn’t need to know why I really do it. “So, how about the telescope?”

He raises one brow for a second and then nods. “Come have a look.” Jax holds out his hand and gestures me toward him.

I swallow the lump in my throat and obey.

Jax points to the eyepiece and says, “Take a look through there.”

I smile and lean in to get a view. A gasp exits my lips at what I see . . . a grey and tan planet with rings surrounding it. “Saturn! It’s so clear. How is it so clear?” Not that the image is massive or anything, but it’s definitely Saturn. I can even make out a little of the definition in some of the rings. My first instinct is to want to share this moment with Kalib. Has he had the chance to see the stars yet? But those thoughts vanish when Jax chuckles from behind me and his hot breath hits the side of my neck. Electricity zips up my spine.

He makes an adjustment on the telescope and the image clears up even further. “That’s a perk of your father being a high-ranking scientist in the government. He has access to all kinds of high-quality toys.”

My mind reverts to Dr. Pierce’s lab this morning . . . the AI personal assistant, lots of expensive scientific equipment and computers . . .

“Of course.” I smile and step back from the telescope.

Jax tips his head. “Don’t you want to see more? There are about a million stars to check out if you like.”

I bite at my lip. Of course I want to stay out here. If I could, I’d stay all night just pointing out stars, searching for asteroids and studying all the planets. “It’s probably best if I get back to my room. Ellie and I have an early start in the morning.”

Jax shrugs. “I guess I have to be out the door fairly early too. University and all.”

Somehow his not arguing for me to stay makes me relax slightly. Maybe just a few more minutes since no one but us even knows that I’m away.

“Oh? What are you studying?” I clasp my hands in front of me.

He smiles and rubs at the side of his neck. “Computer engineering.”

“My father is an engineer at a transportation factory in the Tene—” I stop. Jax doesn’t want to hear about Cobalt life, and at this moment I’m not even sure I want the reminder of where I came from either.

“I’m finishing up at university and beginning an internship soon.” He responds as if I never made the faux pas.

I squeeze my interlaced fingers together. “Well. That must be exciting.”

Jax shrugs. “We’ll see. You know, maybe we could meet up here another time . . . when we both don’t have to be up quite so early.”

I gaze up at the stars again. “Maybe.”








  
  
  Chapter 13

  
  




Bam, bam, bam.

I shoot up from bed and my eyes widen at the banging on my bedroom door. The room is filled with morning sunlight. My first instinct is that I’ve overslept, but I tap my Flexx and see that it’s still well before my alarm is supposed to go off.

Does someone know I was on the roof with Jax last night? Am I in trouble?

Guilt over my risky behavior makes the hairs on my arms stand on end.

Despite that and my unkempt appearance, I scramble from bed and throw open the door. Standing in the hall is Isaiah, looking calm as if he hadn’t just been banging on my door like the whole house was suddenly on fire.

Is the house on fire?

I open my mouth to ask what’s happening, but I never get the chance.

“Madam requires your presence,” he says, with little emotion in his voice.

My heart skips. That might be worse than the house being on fire. “Madam? Why at this hour?” Does she know I was with her son last night? Does she know about my meeting with Dr. Pierce yesterday? I suddenly realize why I’ve spent so much of my time avoiding trouble. Not only does it help one fly under the radar, but it reduces the stress that I am obviously ill-equipped to deal with.

Isaiah tips his head and eyes me up and down. “I don’t have that information, but I’d recommend changing into your uniform as quickly as possible. No one wants to keep Mrs. Pierce waiting.” He pauses for a moment while I stand in the doorway, suddenly mute. “I’ll remain in the hall to escort you to her room when you are ready.”

I bite the inside of my cheek and shut the door. Hopefully Ellie won’t wake up and try to come in. No time for a shower; I remove my pajamas, slip on a new, clean outfit, twist my hair into a bun and don my socks and shoes. The entire operation takes less than five minutes, and before I head for the door, I tuck my Flexx into my pocket. Don’t want to leave that lying around when Scarlet staff might come in to deliver food and take away my dirty uniforms to be laundered. I’m sure they’re on the lookout for any reason to have me removed.

“Okay, I’m ready.” I meet the ever-patient Isaiah in the hall, and without a word, he pilots me to the other end of the house—but still on this floor, which surprises me.

“Remember, bow your head and only speak when you are specifically questioned,” Isaiah says. He looks me over and then reaches out to straighten my collar.

“Why are you being so kind to me?” I ask. “The other Scarlet staff are not so generous.”

Isaiah straightens his back further than I thought he could. “I wish for the Pierces’ lives to be as uninterrupted as possible. At this time you are a part of their lives.”

At this time.

I run my hands down my skirt. “I’m ready.”

Isaiah taps on the door, in a much lighter fashion than he did on mine.

“Who is it?” Mrs. Pierce’s voice comes from inside.

“Isaiah, ma’am. I’ve brought Miss Hawkins as you ordered.”

“Enter,” she says.

He obeys, and I shuffle into the room behind him and wait. The bedroom is massive with high ceilings and a large bay window allowing the sun to stream in. A hulking four-poster bed made of dark wood should take up a lot of space in the room, but it almost appears small among the lavish dressing area and couch and chair ensemble with a giant media screen on the wall.

Mrs. Pierce stands with the same red haired woman I hadn’t recognized from the staff breakroom yesterday. Today the woman is wearing a maid’s uniform and helps Mrs. Pierce adjust the sleeves of the third expensive day dress I’ve seen her wear since I arrived. To her side is a steel rack with five more gowns, just as luxe. The one on the end catches my eye because I know that I’ve seen it before . . . in Kalib’s apartment. Maybe a month ago Kayla was designing and hand-sewing the maroon gown with fine golden trim and matching embroidered roses along the bodice. It has to be the same one. Kayla once told me that the special gowns she takes home are couture . . . one of a kind. The Scarlet owner of her clothing factory, Mr. Voclain, has several of his workers make gowns to sell at a premium.

Mrs. Pierce studies herself in the mirror and tucks a tiny stray blonde hair over the side of her ear. “That will do, Lydia, for now. You may return in fifteen minutes for the finishing touches.”

Lydia nods. “Yes, ma’am.” She turns and narrows her eyes into slits at me but quickly returns her expression to normal when she sees Isaiah.

“Miss Hawkins,” Isaiah says again as Lydia exits the room. “As you requested.”

Mrs. Pierce tears herself from her reflection and turns our way. “Thank you, Isaiah. You may go.”

Isaiah nods and, without another word, leaves me alone. The door clicks shut behind him.

Without speaking to me, Mrs. Pierce struts to a vanity dressing table. She flips out her full skirt, sits on the backless chair and proceeds to admire herself again in the mirror. Leisurely, she grazes her fingers over several fine lines around her eyes, but her face betrays no hint of how she feels about them.

“Do you think this dress or one of the others would suit me best today?” she asks.

My chest tightens at her unexpected question. How am I supposed to know which of her expensive frocks she should wear? My entire life has mostly consisted of wearing outfits long past their prime to make our family’s budget stretch as far as possible. The gowns on that rack are likely worth a Cobalt family’s wages for an entire year. “Um . . . the one you’re wearing is nice.”

“Nice?” She chuckles. “Well, nice is not exactly what I was thinking. But what would a Cobalt know? For your information, each of the gowns I wear are exclusively made by Voclain.” She turns and waves her hand in the air dismissively. “He sews them by hand.”

I tip my head in confusion and almost want to laugh. Is she trying to make fun of me in some strange way, or does she truly not know that the gowns she wears are fashioned by Cobalt hands? Probably every single one of them in her wardrobe. I highly doubt that Mr. Voclain lifts a finger on the design or actual sewing for any of them. But this fact is not something I could tell Mrs. Pierce, of course.

“He’s very talented,” are the words I actually speak.

“Yes.” She returns to her cosmetics table and runs a fluffy brush over one cheek, then the other, which leaves a pink stain. “All the clothing both Eleanor and I wear is only the best.”

I nod like an obedient Cobalt.

“So . . . this means that I do not appreciate my daughter being permitted any shameless romping in said outfits.” She places the cosmetic brush down and proceeds to apply some other type of makeup to her eyelids.

“I’m sorry, Madam.” The words slip out before I can stop them. “I only thought that because we were on your own property, a little playing in the garden would not be an issue.”

She eyes me in the mirror without turning around. “I must speak to Isaiah to ensure you fully understand all the rules around here. It’s not as if I could expect a Cobalt to absorb a lifetime of Scarlet culture in such a short time. But you must, because your primary reason for even being here is to prove that the Cobalts are also loyal to the Scarlet way of life.”

I gulp and instantly understand she means both my speaking out of turn and the proper schooling and behavior rules for Ellie. Immediately I turn my gaze down and snap my mouth shut while my chest burns with anger at her insinuation that somehow Cobalts are denser than Scarlets.

“But . . . while you are here, I will take my personal time to give you a short lesson.” She purses her lips together. “Eleanor will grow up to be a fine lady in Scarlet society. If she doesn’t understand this at an early age, then she will be—as some say—eaten alive. You are here primarily at my husband’s request. He felt it was our duty to take part in the Cobalt Premier Workforce program to help keep the peace.”

Keep the peace? What is she talking about? Keep the peace with whom?

“I am of the mind that there are plenty of other Scarlet families who could participate in the program.” She sighs. “But you are here, so for now we must make the best of it.”

I nod.

She twists her body toward me slightly and leans her elbow out onto the top of the vanity. “You will review the Red Ladies Cotillon curriculum and follow it to a T. That said, I do understand that fresh air is essential sometimes and the rose garden is lovely. We do pay enough for its continued upkeep. But you may only use it with Eleanor to study . . . not waste time on frivolous play. My daughter will take this trajectory in life: She will first be presented to society at age eighteen. After a few years of becoming known, she will marry someone worthy of her status. Several years later she will have a baby, and just as I’ve done, she will run her household, support her husband and children, and ensure that the cycle continues. Consistency must be maintained for order in society.”

I inhale deeply and hold it inside my lungs. The kind of inflexible life Mrs. Pierce is talking about is not right for anyone . . . but particularly Ellie. From the little I know of her, I can already tell that her soul needs to be free. And in this Scarlet world she should be able to be. The Tenement was a cage . . . but in some ways Carmine is no less of one. And then there’s Dr. Pierce, as confident as his wife is in their daughter’s life path. The two of them obviously don’t see eye to eye.

“We cannot be like the Cobalt class where many of those young girls end up unmarried and pregnant . . . all taking up Scarlet taxpayer dollars to put those babies in childcare so the mothers can return to work or school.”

Her sudden prejudiced words hit me like a knife in the chest. Does she not know that so many of those girls end up pregnant with half Cobalt, half Scarlet babies from being either raped in the alleys or seduced into stupid dreams that somehow the Scarlet sentries will rescue them from the Tenement life? Honestly, too many of those girls just go missing, and who knows what happens to their babies. Is Mrs. Pierce simply too blind to understand these things, or is she just completely cruel?

She continues, of course entirely unaware of the thoughts locked tight in my mind. “Not that I can truly ever expect you to understand the upper-class Scarlet culture, Miss Hawkins,” she continues. “But I fully assume, if you would like your stay here to be a smooth and extended one, that you will respect it.”

Once again I nod without uttering a word. But I clench my teeth to prevent my unwanted opinions from spilling from my mouth. I’ve done this for a lifetime. Why stop now?

Mrs. Pierce turns back to her vanity and continues working on her face for the day.

Instead of standing silent, what I’d like to do is tell this woman that I was one of the girls who could have found herself pregnant. Not because I haven’t done everything in my power to ensure that would not happen so I could have the opportunities I’ve always desired, but because I have so little say in my life.

Scarlets rule and Cobalts obey.

That I actually made it through the CPW program is nothing short of a miracle.

I want to tell her that her precious gowns are not made by a fancy designer in a high-end shop: they’re fashioned in hellhole Tenement living rooms late into the night by those people she obviously regards as subhuman leeches. Many of them are the kindest, most hardworking people that she might ever meet.

But she will never meet them.

She doesn’t care either. She doesn’t even care to have ever met me.

Mrs. Pierce is trapped in a world of her own making. A reality that she chooses to believe because it is best for her to do so. A reality so intoxicating that she doesn’t even see her own child’s needs or how her husband wants that child to have something different from what’s expected of her.

This woman’s truth . . . is one she prefers.

“Do you understand, Miss Hawkins?” Mrs. Pierce’s voice snaps me out of my thoughts.

“Yes, ma’am. I understand perfectly.” The words come out as sure as the hundreds of times I practiced saying them to authority in the Tenement.

She eyes me once more from the mirror. “Then you may go.”
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Ellie’s room is pink.

Not just a little pink. All pink. As I sort through a few books from the massive bookcase in the dedicated schooling area, I scan over the space.

Pink walls, art with pink accents, even a floral rug in the center of her room with a giant pink rose pattern. Against the wall is a wrought iron canopy bed covered with a fluffy pink comforter.

Unlike my one pillow, she has eight in various shades of pink, four large ones at the head and four more throw pillows. Which, true to their name, often end up thrown on the floor when Ellie bounces onto her bed during the day to read or play quietly with one of her many dolls. What good all those pillows are I have no idea.

Of course, growing up I had none of this, and it’s hard for me to fathom why a child would need so much of everything, pillows included.

Ellie sits at her study table happily munching on a tuna sandwich with her elbows on the table. I don’t correct her . . . not this time.

Laid out in front of her is an impressive buffet of four more sandwiches . . . roast beef, turkey, and another tuna. There’s also a bowl of assorted fruits and some homemade potato chips. It’s more food than a family needs for dinner, let alone a small child and me at lunchtime.

I’ve noticed that when I eat with Ellie, the fare is nicer than what has been delivered to my room the last few weeks since I arrived. But honestly, I have no desire to complain. Despite the kitchen staff’s efforts to slight me, they don’t seem to understand that their meager offerings are generally greater portions than the meals I had back home. More consistent, too. Mama did everything she could to prevent it, but I clearly remember skipping dinner here and there growing up.

Six times for breakfast I’ve had dry blueberry muffins. My guess is instead of throwing the ones out the day I was down there, they froze them and keep delivering the old pastries to my room.

“You know . . . I ordered the tuna.” Ellie gives me a wink and takes a big bite of the salad piled high in white bread. “The cook gave me a weird look. But since I can pretty much order what I want as long as it’s good for me, he’ll do it.”

I wink back at her and snatch the other tuna sandwich from the plate. “Had to get it before you do!”

She giggles.

Getting to know Ellie has been one of the highlights of my life so far. She is sweet, kind and nothing like I might have expected Scarlets to be. I have high hopes that she and people like her could change the world.

We’ve been able to do a few small science lessons from the curriculum Dr. Pierce gave me . . . nothing too intense since I don’t really want to push her or risk getting caught. She knows it’s a secret between her father, me and her, and I think she likes having something all her own that her mother can’t control.

For six years old, she’s pretty savvy at times.

After finding the right book, I sit next to her and open it. History. It’s one subject I’ve been avoiding for a bit and have mostly kept to lighter lessons and etiquette. But my reminders in my Flexx keep alerting me that the lesson is overdue.

Beside the open book is a device that allows a hologram to pop up and give more details about the topic, show videos or read the words on the page for the learner to follow along. Integrated reading is what it’s called. I like it because it’s taken some of the stress off me as I figure out how to teach. But learning to work with more tech than I’ve ever been exposed to hasn’t been without its challenges.

I glimpse down at the page and my heart sinks.

History and Success of the Tenement System.

Part of me thinks that this lesson was assigned on purpose, but it could always be a coincidence. Ellie had studies before I arrived, and this is in the middle of the book. She also attends school in person twice a week with a teacher I’ve not met. This could simply be a chapter they haven’t gotten to or want review on.

But how can I sit here and smile while teaching Ellie about where I come from? What will she think? Will she change her mind and stop liking me?

“You come from the Tenements, right?” Ellie asks and claps her hands together. “How exciting that we’re learning about that today. I’ve seen all four of the Tenements from the sky, and they’re so pretty, just like—”

“Big bubbles,” we say at the same time.

My lips form a flat line, but she doesn’t seem to notice.

“Is it pretty inside too?” she asks and grabs a handful of salty chips.

I tip my head slightly in confusion. She’s only a child, but is it possible that she knows absolutely nothing about the conditions Cobalts live in? I want to tell her that it’s not pretty inside and that it stinks all the time like factory waste . . . that we live in apartments hardly bigger than her entire bedroom suite and study area. But none of that is appropriate for a six-year-old girl.

I guess. Six was the age I was when reality smacked me in the face.

I force the corners of my lips up into a slight smile. “I loved living with my family in the Tenement. And I had a few good friends.”

“Do you miss them?”

Her question makes my stomach tighten. Since I’ve arrived, I’ve done everything I can to busy myself and minimize thoughts about Mama, Papa and Kalib. But keeping memories of them at bay is the worst right before I fall asleep.

“I do miss them.” I smile. “But I’m here with you now.”

Ellie’s eyes crinkle with happiness and she returns her attention to the book. “Let’s read about the Tenement!”

Since I haven’t even seen this chapter before now, I have no idea what it’s going to say and I’m not sure that I want to do the reading, so I tap the pad on the side of the book and it brings up several holographic options.

- Read the chapter.

- Watch the video.

- Learn more.

“Let’s watch the video first,” I say and tap the option.

The hologram switches from text to video, first showing clips from the Second Civil War. Luckily, this textbook’s age range is only rated up to ten, so it’s not terribly graphic, but seeing any images of war must be difficult for kids.

I glance at Ellie. She seems unfazed.

“Civil unrest escalated until the Cobalts led the initial large-scale attack,” the male narrator says. This is different from what Papa told me once.

The man drones on for at least ten more minutes about how the war continued for several years before the Scarlets defeated the Cobalts. “When it finally ended, many of the Cobalts were put to death for war crimes, but others negotiated for them and their families to be relocated to prisons called the Tenements.”

“Prisons?” Ellie flips her attention to me, and her innocent eyes grow large. “So the Cobalts are criminals?”

Much of what I’m hearing for the first time is new to me too, but from the stories passed on in the Tenement, there were no negotiations at the end of the Second Civil War. Because of progressive Scarlet backlash against branding every Cobalt and their families as war criminals and executing them all, the Tenements were built by way of appeasement. Make a place where Cobalt ideas could be boxed up and hidden away. Plus we provided a low-cost workforce.

“Um . . . no.” I keep my voice quiet as if someone else might be listening. “We’re just people . . . like you and your family are.”

Ellie’s eyes relax and gently she takes my hand. “Good, because I like you very much and want you to stay for a long time.” She pauses in thought for a moment, then whispers. “And I don’t want Mother to find out you’re a criminal and send you away.”

A sad chuckle escapes my lips. “I think your mother knows everything in these books about Cobalts and everything there is to know about me.”

Not really wanting to, but also not wanting to procrastinate on the lesson, I tap the video so it can finish playing while I eat the rest of my lunch. When it’s done, I just allow the tech to read the chapter and ask Ellie the questions at the end. For today I’ve had enough of the Scarlet view of history and how Cobalts are treated so well and live in generous accommodations provided at the expense of Scarlet taxpayers.

As she almost always does, she receives high marks on her lesson when she completes the test at the end.

She leans back in the chair and crosses her arms over her chest. “What do you want to do next?”

I check the time and then peer out Ellie’s large bedroom window. “We have another hour. Why don’t we finish up The Lady’s Role lesson in the rose garden?”

Ellie sticks out her tongue and makes a raspberry sound. “What about finishing the lifecycle of butterflies instead?”

Tempting, although we must make sure to keep up on Ellie’s requirements.

“Not today, but come on,” I encourage. “It could be worse, and you know how much I love the garden. Maybe we’ll see a butterfly.” I bat my eyelashes at her and smile.

Last week Isaiah, on what I believe were Dr. Pierce’s orders, had a stone table and benches installed right beside the roses. It’s nice because the view to the house is partially obstructed, making it hard for Mrs. Pierce to completely spy on us while we’re working. Not that I’m breaking any more rules like allowing Ellie to take off her shoes and run around.

She breaks into a childish giggle at my coaxing. “Let’s go.”

We tidy up a bit so Mrs. Pierce and the work staff can’t complain that I allow Ellie to leave her room a shambles, then make our way down to the garden.

Smiling, I inhale the fresh air. I’m not sure I’ll ever get over how amazing it is.

We plunk down at the table, and Ellie opens her Red Ladies workbook.

“Now where were we last time?” I tap the screen of my Flexx and bring up the curriculum, when from behind a tree that partially blocks the view of the house, I spot a courier speaking to Isaiah just outside the staff entrance.

His back is turned, but my heart skips at the sight of him. Quickly, I shake my head and decide I’m imagining things and return to the words on my Flexx. But my eyes draw back when he turns, and Isaiah is pointing him this way.

Kalib.

I gasp.

“What’s wrong?” Ellie asks, obviously concerned from her drawn brows.

“I . . . I know him.” My mind swirls with a soup of confusing thoughts. How can Kalib be at the Pierce’s? Does he know that I’m here? He must since he’s walking this way. I want more than anything to see my best friend, but life here is complicated. I’m already taking enough risks as it is just connecting with Ellie as a friend and mentor . . . then there are the science lessons. Anything else could put too many eyes on me. I still don’t understand how Kalib even passed the CPW exam. Did he cheat in some way? If that’s the case, I cannot be associated with him. I wring my now-sweating hands together under the table.

“How do you know him?” Ellie’s voice grows more excited. “From the Tenement? Is he a Cobalt?”

Kalib is wearing a uniform similar to mine. Blue with blue piping. The style must be standard for all in the CPW.

“He’s part of the Workforce,” I manage to get out.

Ellie squeals in delight. “Now I can say I know two Cobalts!”

I whip my attention from Kalib to Ellie. “You might not want to mention that to anyone.”

“Why?” she asks.

I gulp down my nervousness. “Because not all people seem to enjoy the company of Cobalts as much as you do.” My eyes draw to her workbook. “It’s not very ladylike in polite conversation to bring up Cobalts.”

Her shoulders slump, but she gives a slow nod. That sank in.

When Kalib is about ten feet from us, I stand and give him a little wave. His lips stretch into a small smile, but his eyes draw to Ellie.

“Kalib,” I call.

“Tenly.”

“I’m going to go talk to him for a minute,” I say to Ellie.

“But I want to meet him.” She pouts.

A smile makes it to Kalib’s eyes at her announcement, and without hesitation he steps forward, stands to attention and does a full bow at the waist. “My name is Kalib. What’s yours, m’lady?”

Ellie breaks into a full round of giggles and I roll my eyes. Kalib has not changed since we arrived in Carmine. I flash a glance to the house, but it doesn’t appear anyone knows about Kalib’s arrival but Isaiah.

“Ellie . . . Ellie Pierce. How do you know Tenly?”

Kalib waves his hand dismissively. “Oh, Tenly and I go way back. We’ve known each other since we were at least your age. I used to sneak onto her balcony at night.”

Ellie’s eyes grow as wide as saucers.

“But only to say hello,” I clarify. “Kalib and I have been friends for a very long time.”

Ellie claps her hands together. “And now you’ve found each other again. I don’t have to be your only friend here!”

I give Kalib the eye. “Yes. Now Kalib and I are going to have a short talk, then we need to resume our lesson.”

She wrinkles her nose but returns to her studies. I wave my friend a little further out of view of the house.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

Kalib raises a brow. “Seriously? That’s your first question? No . . . hey, how are you doing . . . how was your birthday . . . did you get cake? . . . it’s been weeks since I’ve seen you. You know . . . that kind of thing.”

Kalib’s birthday. I’d forgotten.

I scoff. “I wasn’t sure I’d ever see you again.”

“Was that what you hoped?” Hurt peppers his tone. “It kind of seemed like that on the bus.”

Kalib and I left on bad terms, and it’s not really how I wanted it to be. I can’t let it happen again.

“No. It’s just what I expected.” I give him a once-over. “You look good. Is everything going okay?”

“Yeah. I was assigned as a courier and errand boy for a family across the way . . . Mr. Robinson heads up the CPW program.”

“Really?” I tip my head in interest.

“In fact, I’m here because I have something for you from them.” He opens the flap on his messenger bag and rifles around inside. After a few seconds he pulls out an envelope and hands it to me.

My heart thuds against my rib cage upon seeing my name scrawled across the front . . . in Mama’s handwriting.
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We’re so proud of you.

The words in the letter from Mama and Papa swirl in my mind as I help load Ellie into the car. I miss my parents. There. I really admitted it to myself. I’m not sure that I quite knew how much until Kalib handed me that letter. I miss Kalib, too . . . how he came down and visited me pretty much daily back in the Tenement.

I guess there’s some comfort in knowing that he’s here in town, but it also makes me a bit nervous.

“Do we have to do this?” Ellie complains as she squirms around in the car’s back seat and brings me from my thoughts.

“Shh,” I hush her. “Your mother will be out in a moment, and we want to show her how much of a lady you can be, right?”

Isaiah leans against the side of the car, which is pulled around to the front of the house, and chuckles lightly at our exchange.

As I thought from the start, Isaiah has been a good ally. He’s ordered the staff to stay away from me. So if I keep away from them, I should be fine.

I also regularly get my meals and have my uniforms cleaned and pressed, and as far as I can tell, Isaiah mentioned nothing to anyone else about Kalib’s visit or that he delivered my letter.

Maybe Kalib’s being at the house wasn’t that big of a deal. But it’s nice that Isaiah seems trustworthy even if it’s likely that he just wants to keep peace in the Pierce household and not bother Madam with frivolous things like a postal delivery.

“But you know that I don’t need a new dress,” Ellie whines. “I have loads of them in my closet.”

I sigh. “Ladies don’t whine. If I don’t get to whine, then neither do you.” I raise one brow at her in mock scolding.

Ellie gives me a wide smile and nods.

“You have a gala coming up, and we both know from your lessons that a new dress is required for these kinds of special events.” The words are parroted, and I fully know it. I couldn’t care less if Ellie had a new dress. A few days ago, out of curiosity I had a peek in her closet, and there are exactly sixty-eight dresses hanging up inside that look brand-new. And they are all her current size.

Why anyone would need sixty-eight dresses is beyond me.

Today we are headed to the Voclain Boutique for a fitting with Mr. Voclain himself. He’s recently begun a new child’s line, and Mrs. Pierce wanted to be first on the list.

It’s also an opportunity for her to show me off socially. “Show off” is probably the wrong term for it since no Scarlet wants a Cobalt living under their roof, but it’s in her best interest to publicly display that the Pierces are happily completing their civic duty and prove that Cobalts are being treated well.

Overall I have felt as if I’m being treated well, but I’m not sure how I feel about being some sort of example. Especially since my treatment here has little to do with how Cobalts live and are handled back in the Tenement. But I have no choice in the matter, so for today I might as well make the best of it and help Ellie have a good time.

That’s really what I’m here for anyway.

Finally, Madam makes her grand entrance from the front of the house, clad in the very burgundy dress with gold embroidery that I know for a fact Kalib’s sister Kayla made. As always, her blonde hair is fashioned into a seemingly impossible updo, and this time she wears a large pair of round sunglasses that give her a very bug-like appearance. Over her shoulder is a luxe handbag, which she clutches as if her life depends on it.

Just before the door can shut, it swings open again and out comes Jax, dressed in a much more casual T-shirt and jeans.

“Mother,” he calls.

She pauses and turns to him. Jax hurries to her and they proceed to have a conversation that I can’t hear. But if Mrs. Pierce’s newly soured expression tells me anything, she doesn’t seem to enjoy the topic.

I make my way around to the other side of the car and reach for the handle when they seem to finish their discussion. With a smile, Jax walks to the car with his mother.

“My son is in need of a ride into the city,” Mrs. Pierce says to Isaiah.

Jax is coming? Why? He always seems able to find his own transportation to the university or other places. I’ve seen him be picked up from the front of the house multiple times.

“Yes, Madam.” Isaiah hurries to open the front passenger door for her. She trains her attention on me before she enters, but I can’t quite see her expression from behind the dark glasses.

Does she want me to stay behind?

But she says nothing and enters through the open passenger door. She’s not sitting in the back with us. Jax rounds the front of the vehicle and opens Ellie’s side door.

“Scoot over,” he says as I settle in the back seat behind Mrs. Pierce.

Ellie does as she’s told without objection. I’m sure that she has plenty of complaints rolling around in her mind, but doesn’t often voice them around her mother. And this time is no different. It’s one of the reasons I think she likes having me around. The child can speak her mind without fear of getting in trouble.

When we are all loaded, I glance at Jax. He shoots me a smile, and one of those tingling sensations travels down my spine again. I turn my attention away from him as I spot Isaiah looking at us in the rearview mirror.

I haven’t met Jax on the roof after bedtime since that night a few weeks ago. Not that the urge wasn’t there; seeing the stars and planets with his telescope was an experience I won’t forget. Getting over the fact that he pays me some attention is a little difficult to forget, but it’s in my best interest to stay away from him.

I’m not oblivious to the reality that he has little to lose by defying his mother, but I have a lot. In the past, I had no trouble keeping cute boys at bay. Kalib could have gotten between me and my dreams, and I can’t let Jax do the same . . . no matter how he makes me feel.

All the way to the city I keep my attention trained on the sights outside the car window. Not that anyone inside does that much talking anyway. Mrs. Pierce blathers on for a few minutes about how lucky they were to get a private appointment with Mr. Voclain. Of course, I barely care about the man who takes credit for designs that he has little or nothing to do with.

We finally arrive downtown, and Isaiah pulls the car up directly in front of the shop. A garish sign is plastered above the entrance, basically screaming that the store is here.

Isaiah opens the door for Mrs. Pierce while Jax and I let ourselves out. Jax moves around to the sidewalk, thanks his mother for the ride, and disappears down the street of high-class-looking pedestrians.

Flanking the double doors are two large windows with holographic models displaying various over-the-top outfits. The models strut across the space and turn, and when they do a new fashion creation appears like magic. The whole display is hard to avoid even if I don’t care much for the store’s wares.

Apparently without a thought, Ellie scrambles from the car, runs to the window, and slams her hands up to the glass to get a better view.

“Eleanor!” Mrs. Pierce mutters under her breath, as to not make a scene. She brings her attention to me, and from Madam’s stiff body language I understand immediately what I need to do.

As quickly as I can without running, I hurry to Ellie and grab her left hand. “Now, we must act in an appropriate manner.”

Ellie keeps my grasp and turns to her mother. “I apologize.”

Mrs. Pierce’s lips form what is likely a fake smile. She removes her glasses and places them into her handbag. “We’re all just excited.”

I scan around the street to see if anyone is viewing the scene that Ellie might have just made, but all in all, anyone else in earshot seems to be more concerned about themselves than us.

Before anything else can come from Mrs. Pierce’s mouth, a man with spiked blue hair and a short beard flings open the doors and spreads his arms wide to Madam.

“Mariell!” The man that I assume is Mr. Voclain walks to Mrs. Pierce and kisses her on the cheek. “How lovely you are.” The garish, paunchy man holds her hand in the air and steps back to study her. “This design is one of my favorites.” Then he leans closer to her as if he’s going to whisper but instead says loudly enough for everyone to hear, “If you must know, I stayed late into the evening applying the rose detailing in just such a way.”

My stomach roils at his words. He did no such thing. The man is flat out lying.

But Mrs. Pierce grins like a schoolgirl as Mr. Voclain wavers his attention around her.

“Gavin isn’t joining us for this special occasion today?”

Gavin and Mariell. I realize just now that I didn’t know my employers’ first names before this moment.

She laughs and reaches her hand out to beckon Ellie. “Oh, he’s too busy working. But of course he’s proud to have Eleanor take part in the upcoming gala, so he’s looking forward to seeing her gown.”

Reluctantly Ellie releases my hand and walks to her mother’s side. The child diligently smiles.

“Well, then,” Mr. Voclain says. “We must get inside.” He eyes me.

“Our new governess, Miss Hawkins, is a representative of the Cobalt Premier Workforce,” Mrs. Pierce quickly adds. “Gavin thought it best if we extended Scarlet hospitality, and the olive leaf, so to speak, through taking part in the program.”

Mr. Voclain studies me and gives me a little pout. “The poor thing . . . so lucky to be here . . . so lucky.” Then as if the thought mostly vanishes, he claps his hands together a little too loudly. “You are a family of saints. Come inside and let’s get started.”

I glance at Isaiah, unsure of what to do next. He eyes Madam and Ellie as they follow Mr. Voclain into the shop.

“Just stay out of the way and attend to Miss Eleanor as need be,” Isaiah instructs.

I nod and follow the others inside, keeping my chin down.

Once inside, the events are like a whirlwind. Multiple fancy attendants are assisting Mr. Voclain as he brings out an entire rack of child-sized gowns. Mrs. Pierce stands watching the scene with glee as another attendant brings her a steaming coffee drink to enjoy while she waits. Voclain takes Ellie by the hand, leads her up to the mirror, and proceeds to present a blur of gowns as Mrs. Pierce makes different expressions to indicate her approval or lack thereof.

It’s quite apparent that Ellie has little say in the matter; she barely has time to open her mouth as to whether she likes a frock or not before someone is whipping a new one over her head.

Amid the bustle I get relegated to the back of the room, which is fine by me. Mrs. Pierce already made her announcement about my tagging along and was declared a saint for having me as a burden, so I’m of little consequence anymore. I just keep my head down to avoid the occasional sneers of the attendants.

“Tenly.” I hear my name and look up from the floor.

Jax is standing near the shop entrance, holding an insulated black bag. I give him a quizzical look, and he waves me over with his free hand.

There’s so much bustle in the shop that no one, including his mother, seems to even notice he’s back.

“I thought you had something to do?” I ask when I get to him.

He holds up the bag decorated with a cow holding an ice cream cone that reads Two Scoops Creamery. “I did. Eleanor loves this place, and I knew that mother would say no to stopping at the shop after we were done here. She hates the whole cartoon cow thing. So to celebrate I went and bought us all some treats.”

I tip my head in interest. “All of us?”

Jax smiles widely. “Of course. What fun is eating ice cream if people you’re with aren’t eating any? There’s one for both you and Isaiah.” He eyes Isaiah, who’s sitting in the front seat of the car outside.

Blood roars in my ears. He really bought ice cream for all of us? The fact that I’ve never even had a frozen treat like that immediately makes me wonder what he’s chosen for . . . but honestly, I don’t care. I’m willing to try anything.

“Is it going to melt?” I ask.

Jax shakes his head. “These bags can keep everything frozen for hours.” He leans toward me. “But we could go eat ours right now.”

“Really?” The thought of the creamy treat I’ve only seen Scarlet kids enjoying in videos sets me alive, and in this moment I want nothing more.

“Sure, but not in here. All these stuffy people will probably get mad.” He gestures with his head to the door, and like my mind is hijacked, I follow without question.

All the way through the door, my eyes remain trained on the bag with the toothy, smiling cow. It seems stupid, but I’m not sure that I’ve been more excited about anything in my entire life.

Jax plops the bag onto the car hood, and Isaiah immediately looks up at the noise. Within seconds he’s out of the car.

“Mr. Pierce,” Isaiah says. “I didn’t believe you’d be back.”

“What good is an outing to the city without stopping at Two Scoops?” Jax tips his head to the bag.

Isaiah eyes it, and his expression remains static. Not at all what I might expect when someone is bearing gifts. “And you plan to eat it out here?”

“They’re going to be in there forever, and Miss Hawkins and I need something to do.”

Isaiah gives me a look I can’t quite read, but I’m not too stupid to know that he’s unhappy about the situation. “Very well,” he finally says and makes his way back to the driver’s seat.

Several pedestrians walk behind us, but my mind is on what’s inside the bag as Jax unzips it. He reaches inside, pulls out some type of creamy frozen drink, and holds it out to Isaiah through the window. The man nods but waves his hands to decline.

“Maybe later,” Jax says and places the frozen concoction back in the bag. He then pulls out the loveliest vanilla sundae with chocolate sauce, topped off with a bright red cherry on top. The dessert is protected with a clear dome.

“For you,” he says.

I’m suddenly aware that the high-class pedestrians have taken notice of what’s going on between me and Jax. With me dressed in my blue uniform, it’s obvious what I am. “Are you sure? Maybe we should have this later.”

Jax clicks his tongue. “You know as well as I that Mother brought you here for a reason today. What better way to prove how well the Pierces treat those in the Premier Workforce than to reward your hard work?” He holds the sundae out to me along with a spoon from the bag.

Biting my lip, I take the treat and hold it until he brings out an identical concoction for himself. With one hand he zips up the bag, then leans back against the side of the car and flips open the sundae dome, which has a tiny plastic hinge to keep the protector affixed to the cup below.

Without hesitation he digs into the ice cream.

Before I take a bite of mine, a few shouts from the next street over ruin the moment. “What’s that?” I gaze over my shoulder.

“Who knows? Probably some disgruntled restaurant patron who didn’t get their meal cooked properly.” He takes a second bite.

I turn back to the shop and crack open my sundae. But the second I do, a well-dressed man passes in front of us. He mutters a few choice words under his breath I don’t care to think about and ends his insult with Bluey.

I gulp. Despite my intense desire to try the ice cream, tears sting at the corners of my eyes and I freeze.

“Hey,” Jax calls after the man. “What did you say?”

The man turns around and sneers. “You heard me.”

“I’ll have you know that my father is Gavin Pierce, and unlike you, our family is taking part in fulfilling our civic duty. Our governess here”—Jax quickly eyes me—“worked her way up and earned a spot on the Premier Workforce. You should be a little more patriotic! Loyal to President Nelson.”

The man turns up the corner of his lip but spins on his heel to walk away.

In shock I stare at Jax. Did he just do that for me? I open my mouth to thank him, but the shouting I heard a moment ago grows louder. I twist my head around to see a fairly large crowd rounding the street corner. They’re yelling something I can’t quite make out, but on one of the signs held above their heads, there are clear words.

CPW is a Sham. Another reads Free the Tenement.

My eyes widen at the sight when several Scarlet sentry vehicles race down the street, sirens blaring after them.

“We need to go,” Jax says and takes my arm, but I don’t budge, mesmerized by the situation. “You don’t want to see this.”

Rich pedestrians race past us to get away from whatever is happening across the street. Apparently, they don’t want to witness whatever is about to happen either.

Suddenly Isaiah is at my side. “We must get Mrs. Pierce and Eleanor out of the shop.”

But just as he says this, the sentries squeal to a stop and at least twenty armed men jump from the vehicles. The protesters barely have a chance to scatter before the guard releases some kind of stun device on the crowd. Those at the front fall to the ground twitching. Several protesters in the back charge the sentries, but the weapons aim again and they too fall, writhing in pain.

The protestors didn’t even do anything to deserve such treatment.

I scream and drop my sundae to the ground, and before I know it, Jax and Isaiah are loading me, Mrs. Pierce, and a crying Ellie into the car.
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My plate of dry chicken and pasty mashed potatoes sits largely uneaten on top of Ellie’s dresser. I’m convinced that the kitchen staff leaves my meals uncovered in the walk-in refrigerator for at least a day before they’re delivered to my room, judging by the weird skin that coats some of the food and the forever dry nature of the meats. There’s no way it’s the same quality of food served to the Pierces or even the other staff.

Most days I barely care, and today is no exception. After what happened in the city earlier, my appetite is completely gone. The dropped and splattered sundae I didn’t even get one bite of was a huge loss, but it pales in comparison to the attack on the protestors.

I wring my hands together in an attempt to soothe the trembling, but it doesn’t seem to last, and every few minutes I’m repeating the process.

Ellie sits in the center of her bed staring into space. She went through the motions of tooth brushing, bedtime story and her nightly hair brushing with barely a word to me. The afternoon had an effect on her too.

I keep glancing at the door, fully expecting her mother to come in and offer some sort of comfort, but so far she hasn’t. Mama wouldn’t have wasted a second making sure that I was okay, but Mrs. Pierce is not Mama . . . not even close. Dr. Pierce is still out of town, so who knows if he’s even aware of what happened.

“Can I brush your hair?” Ellie finally speaks and pulls me from my thoughts.

“What?” I ask and bring my hand to my tight bun.

She shrugs. “You brush my hair all the time, and I thought maybe I could finally have a turn.”

I force a smile and grab the gold-handled brush from the vanity. Brushes aren’t great for my curly hair when dry, but what’s the harm? Maybe it will help Ellie relax from the day. Me too, for that matter.

“Sure,” I say. I walk over to hand her the brush and lower myself to sit on the edge of her bed.

The child gives me a soft smile and begins removing the band holding my bun in place. When she’s finished, my curls fall out over my shoulders and down my back. The release makes my scalp almost itch, and I resist the urge to turn over my head and shake out my hair. Before Ellie puts a brush to the curls, she runs her fingers through them.

“They’re so pretty,” she croons.

I chuckle. “My hair? It’s wild.”

Even without looking, I can feel the motion of Ellie shaking her head. “No . . . they’re like curled ribbons on a birthday present.”

I crane my neck around to get a good look at her, and for the first time since this afternoon, she’s smiling. “Really?”

“Mmm hmm,” she says and starts gently pulling the brush through my hair. “And you are my favorite gift ever, Tenly.”

I’m not quite sure how I feel about Ellie thinking of me as a possession, but she’s only six, so I don’t think she really means the admission that way. “You’re a good friend, too.”

A sweet smile graces her lips, and she touches the chain around my neck. “Ooh . . . you have a necklace.”

My heart jumps at the words, and instinctively I bring my hand to my collarbone. “Um, my parents gave it to me before I left.”

Ellie places the brush on the nightstand. “Can I see?”

I know I should keep it hidden, even outside the Tenement, but there’s no use telling her no. It would only make her more curious. So I unbutton the top fastening of my blouse and reach inside the collar.

Her eyes widen as she sees it. I have no idea how the tiny gold heart might be impressive to her, since Ellie pretty much has every possession that she could ever want.

“I love it!” The child admires the pendant for at least thirty seconds.

“It’s been in my family for a long time,” I say as I slip it under the safety of my collar again and check my watch. “It’s also time for you to go to sleep.”

She whines and her shoulders slump.

“No complaining,” I remind her and stand. “Girls need their beauty sleep.” It’s a stupid phrase and I don’t really know what it means, but it seems like something Mrs. Pierce would approve of.

She scurries under the comforter, and I pull the puffy fabric up to her chest.

“Good night, Ellie.” I place a kiss on her forehead, and she smiles.

“Night, Tenly.” The child yawns and curls to her side, almost immediately drifting off into sleep. Today was a very long day.

Before I leave, I grab my barely touched dinner plate, snap off the lights, and head into my room. All alone, I abandon the meal again and plunk down on my bed.

I know I should review lessons for tomorrow, but my mind is too jumbled for it. Who were those protesters, and what did they mean by their signs that the CPW program was a sham? Obviously the sentries didn’t like the sentiment or they wouldn’t have used that weapon on them.

Frustrated with my unanswered questions, I stand and exit my room. Not that I should be out after tucking Ellie in, but tonight my thoughts won’t let me stay still. I scan the halls for anyone who might give me a hard time, but when I don’t see a soul, I head for the stairs at the end of the hall.

Some fresh air might help me clear my mind.

Up the narrow staircase, I exit onto the rooftop deck, and instantly a rush of cool wind tickles my face and blows my hair off my shoulders.

“Ahhh.” I let out my breath.

“So, we meet here again.” Jax’s voice comes from the side, and I nearly scream but somehow hold it in.

My nervous hand immediately goes to my loose hair. “Oh sorry. I had no idea that you’d be up here. I’ll go.” I turn back to the door and reach for the handle.

“There’s no need.” Jax walks from the telescope to me. “After what happened today, I think all of us need a little break. Mother is freaking out downstairs, and I came up here to get away from her.”

I can only imagine how much Mrs. Pierce must be freaking out. On the way home she barely said two words and then hurried into the house and disappeared. I’m not even sure she joined Ellie for dinner tonight.

Jax gestures to the deck railing. “You came up here to look at the stars. Don’t let me get in the way of that.”

I release a shuddering breath, walk to the edge, and turn my attention to the clear, dark night. Once again the sky is filled with what look like diamonds. A few seconds later Jax joins me.

“It was a shame you had to see all that today,” he says after a short while. “Up till a few years ago, the city was mostly a peaceful place . . . now too often it’s not. But I was surprised to see that display on the upper end.”

“What was it about? The protest.” Although it might be better to talk to Isaiah, I feel like overall it might be safe to ask Jax. He doesn’t have to answer if he doesn’t want to.

“I’m not really sure, but there’s a lot of propaganda out there telling people what they ought to think. So much of it’s not true.”

But this was the first time I’ve ever witnessed or even heard of Scarlets demanding the release of the Tenement. It’s not a topic I want to argue . . . since I agree with the sentiment. But Jax probably doesn’t really know what the Tenement is like, so I can’t blame him. And it’s not like it’s my place to educate him . . .

Before I make any response, he places his hand on top of mine and my back shivers ensue. “All I know is, I don’t want people that I like hurt.”

Jax likes me? I guess it’s not a total surprise. He did buy me that sundae and even stood up for me with that rude man on the street. “Thank you for defending me today.”

He chuckles. “That was nothing. People are just rude sometimes, and they deserve to be told. And you worked hard to be here . . . you shouldn’t have anything ruin it.”

For whatever stupid reason my eyes start to burn with salty tears and before I can stop the flood, several escape onto my cheek. Maybe it’s today, maybe it’s missing home, maybe it’s kind of wishing Jax was Kalib and he was the one here talking to me. I wouldn’t have to hold back with Kalib.

“Are you crying?” Jax says and I think that there’s genuine concern in his tone . . . at least he’s not laughing.

“No,” I lie and wipe the evidence from my face, but there’s no hiding the fact that I was.

Within seconds he’s wrapping me in his warm arms and holding me against his chest. We just stay that way for I have no idea how long, silent.

Finally he pulls back from the embrace and gazes into my eyes. My sadness instantly falls away, and all I want is for him to gather me in close again.

“I’ve seen you working with Eleanor, and she hasn’t been this happy in forever. Mother may have her doubts, but I think bringing a Cobalt into this house was the best decision in a long time.” As Jax speaks, he strokes my hair and my knees weaken. “I knew you’d look good with your hair down.”

Any words I might say won’t form on my lips because at this moment all I want are his on mine. I am fully aware that my mind and body are betraying me, but I barely care. Attentively, his fingers move from my hair to my jawline. I don’t stop him. I want them there.

A gasp exits my parted lips.

“You are so beautiful, Tenly. I want to kiss you right now.”

Beautiful? Kiss? The words spins in my mind, and if Jax didn’t have his other arm around my waist, I think I might not still be standing.

“Then do it,” a girl with my voice but not me whispers.

Without hesitation his mouth is on mine, softly at first, and then he goes deeper. Jax tastes like sugar lingering in his mouth from some type of dessert. And I want more.

I’ve never kissed a boy before, but I’ve envisioned it. Once in a dream I kissed Kalib and spent the entire next day avoiding him since I feared my face might give the secret away.

But this? This is real.

A relationship with Kalib never could have been real. It would have kept me in the Tenement as I probably would have given up on my dream of joining the CPW.

Jax’s needy lips match mine. His hands rake into the back of my hair and hold me securely to him while I dig my fingers into his back and don’t let go. Heat and the best type of belly flops take over any sense of logic I might normally have.

“Tenly,” he whispers and takes his mouth to my jawline and slowly kisses down the side.

My body makes an immediate switch to a raging inferno for more of his touch, but instead of coming back to my mouth, he pulls away and smiles.

Panting, I return the expression. “Wow.”

“Wow is right,” he says under his breath and glances around. “But you should head back to your room before I suggest something stupid.”

“What if I want stupid?” I curse at myself in my mind for saying such a reckless thing, and before he can respond, I pull back from him slightly. “No . . . no, you’re right. I should get back downstairs.”

He brings up my hand and places a light kiss right on top of the three blue stripes. “Then goodnight.”

The corners of my lips curl upward as he releases me. As if in a dream, I make my way back downstairs and into the safety of my room.

Quickly I strip off my uniform while the ghost of his touch lingers on my skin. My heart screams at me to go back and fall into his arms again . . . but my prefrontal cortex has kicked in and firmly orders me to stay inside my room.

Reluctantly I obey since that part of my mind has served me pretty well over the years.

I make quick work of washing up and brushing my teeth before I fall into bed, where the adrenaline rushing through every vein in my body forces my thoughts into overdrive.

What if Jax or someone like him could really love me . . . not that what we just shared was love. I’m not ridiculous enough to believe that.

But what if it were possible?

For a few minutes I entertain the silly thoughts of me being a lady of the house . . . with my own closet full of dresses. I could even have my choice of any food I ever wanted and host a CPW myself. I’d have the rights of a full citizen . . . to do what I pleased.

And maybe here I’d be willing to have a family. Carmine is not like the Tenement. Children have plenty to eat here and don’t have to grow up just to work long hours lining someone else’s pockets.

If I married Jax, then I’d truly be Ellie’s aunt. So even if I didn’t have children, I’d always have her in my life. The idea ignites flutters in my middle. She would love that, and I would too.

Can a Scarlet even marry a Cobalt? I don’t know the answer to that question. Scarlets have infinitely more rights, but I can’t imagine the union would ever be accepted even if there were a small chance it was legal.

I grab my pillow and hug it while pushing away that last thought. In my fantasy my life can be whatever it wants to be, and silly or not I don’t need to worry about logistics or realism when something is relegated to my own head.

A sigh exits my parted lips and I pinch at my gold heart charm. My thumb and forefinger polish over the smooth surface, and I can’t help but connect the shape to my own heart . . . hammering away inside my chest.
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The guards are about to change, and already the air in the house feels clearer.

From a window upstairs I watch as Dr. and Mrs. Pierce stand next to the car. Madam has several bags packed and apparently will be gone for at least three days. That’s the word around the house.

Ellie told me that her mother’s nerves have been shot since our trip into the city, and she needs a few days alone at their second home by the lake.

I thought this place was more than enough and can’t imagine why anyone would need another home that stands largely empty most of the time. But many things about living as a Scarlet don’t make sense to me.

Outside, Isaiah taps on his device and the back car door slides open for Mrs. Pierce. Dr. Pierce gives his wife a peck on the cheek and she steps into the vehicle. After several moments Isaiah is chauffeuring her off to her getaway through the black iron gates while Dr. Pierce waves.

I turn and head back to my room to plan Ellie’s science lesson today. Without Madam here we can spend more time on it than normal.

But no sooner do I activate my Flexx to begin working than Ellie bursts into my room. “She’s gone! Can you take me out to play?”

“Ellie,” I scold her slightly and pocket my device. “You need to knock before you come in. I might be dressing or something.” The memory of Jax’s kiss the other night flickers in my mind. What if he came back to my room . . . heaven forbid that I ever risk something like that, especially during the day.

Not that I should risk it at all. I don’t know what’s wrong with me lately.

“I’m sorry.” She hangs her head.

“I forgive you. Just try to remember next time.”

She smiles and I notice that she isn’t wearing her typical too-fancy dress today. Instead she sports a cotton one-piece that looks like it has a skirt, but the bottom half is actually split into shorts . . . not a familiar style, but it does look like something better to romp around in.

“If we go out to play, I may get in trouble,” I say.

Ellie reaches down to the hem of her shorts, grabs each side and holds them out. “Father doesn’t mind. He’s the one who bought me play clothes. Mother hates them and makes me keep them at the back of my drawer.”

I scan over her outfit and imagine the conversation between the Pierces. My guess is because Dr. Pierce is often away, he just keeps his wife happy by not making waves. But then he arranges things like play clothes and me giving his daughter science lessons to still have the upper hand behind her back.

I always liked how my parents viewed themselves as a team.

But if I’m honest, I don’t know Dr. Pierce well enough to make judgments on his motives. We’ve only met once.

“Fine,” I say.

Ellie’s grin grows from ear to ear and she bounces on her bare feet while clapping her hands.

“But get some shoes on. We’re not going that far again.”

The child spins on her heels and races back into her room. In no more than thirty seconds she’s back, socks and sensible shoes in hand. She flops onto the floor and proceeds to pull them on. “Okay, let’s go!” Ellie says when she’s done.

I go to the door, open it, and find Jax walking toward us with a handled basket in hand. His smile goes wide, and he holds the mystery basket up toward us. “When the cat’s away—”

I tip my head in confusion. “Cat?”

“Never mind,” he says. “It’s an old saying.”

Ellie steps out from behind me, races to the basket, and peeks inside. “Did you get food from the kitchen?”

He nods. “All your favorites!”

“Tuna?” She claps her hands together again.

Jax grimaces. “Tuna? Why would I ever get tuna? It’s disgusting.”

I gulp at his words. Jax has been so kind and done nothing to disparage Cobalts since I arrived . . . quite the opposite. Maybe he just doesn’t like it and it has nothing to do with being food for the lower class.

Ellie throws her hand onto her hip. “Have you tried it?”

Jax wrinkles his nose. “No? Why would I? Anyway, we can grab a blanket on the way and go outside to have a picnic.”

I give him a weak smile, but he doesn’t seem to notice. So he isn’t interested in tuna. It’s not like everyone likes it. In fact, there are lots of Cobalts who don’t, so I shouldn’t read too much into the admission. Leaving my silly thoughts behind, I close the door and follow them down the hall.

Downstairs, with a blanket retrieved from a linen closet, we head out into the garden. Fluffy clouds dot the sky, and the sight makes me forget the recent exchange and bring a smile to my lips. Inside the Tenement, clouds were obscured by the electrodome. Their movement was more like shadows. Rain could pass through and occasionally we’d have fog, but before coming here I never really understood how much clouds could look like cotton or that you could pick different shapes out of them. Ellie and I enjoyed one science lesson out in the rose garden with the specific intent to learn more about clouds.

I’ll admit it was more for me than her.

Overhead a small brown bird soars by, and I make a mental note that a little bird-watching would probably be ladylike enough for Ellie, and I could overlap a lesson into the activity. Ellie skips ahead as Jax continues past the rose garden farther out on the property into an area I haven’t been before.

He walks beside me, still toting the basket and not speaking. Is he thinking about our kiss? Does he regret it? I can only guess that he wouldn’t be here if he regretted it too much. That would be incredibly awkward.

Apple trees line the back of the property and a large grassy lawn stretches out before it. Everything is so beautiful. So opposite from the Tenement.

“How about here?” Jax stops in the middle of the lawn and brings his attention to me.

“Sure.” I unfold the blanket and spread it out on the ground.

Just as I get it down, Ellie runs over and plops right in the center. “Did you bring dessert?” She makes for the basket but Jax pulls it away.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” He smiles and pulls open the closed top. From inside he draws out three paper-wrapped sandwiches, a handful of tiny easy-peel oranges that I know Ellie loves, and one last thing that makes my eyes widen . . . three miniature chocolate cakes, each with a tiny red frosting rose decorating the top. He eyes me as he says, “And guess what? Dessert first.”

Ellie squeals in delight as he hands her a cake, and she takes half the confection in her mouth, smearing chocolate all over her chin in the process.

Mrs. Pierce would just die on the spot if she saw.

I want to reach out for mine, but I don’t dare. This is really too good to be true.

Jax grins at his sister’s foolishness and then turns his gaze to me. “Would you like yours now?” He holds out the cake.

“Yes, please.” I don’t need to be asked twice and take the treat from his hand. But then I have no idea what to do with it. The design is just too lovely to eat. Delicate chocolate glaze coats the outside, and the rose is swirled to perfection.

“Are you just going to stare at it?” Ellie laughs.

I give them a sheepish grin. “No.”

“Then you have to put it in your mouth,” Jax instructs, his tone laced with sarcasm.

I close my eyes, take in a big breath, and bring the cake to my lips. Gingerly I take my first bite.

Sweet, bitter, smokey, fruity. All the flavors explode on my tongue and without meaning to, I let out an embarrassing moan.

The two siblings break into rolling laughter and my eyes snap open.

“Should we leave you alone with your cake, Tenly?” Jax asks.

I furrow my brow. “Don’t ruin this moment for me!” My words surprise even myself, but by their amused expressions neither takes any offense.

“Please . . . enjoy.” Jax grabs a sandwich, unwraps it and munches away while I finish my cake.

Small bites. Very small bites, Tenly.

The only thing that’s missing from this scenario is one person. The person I always wanted to share a chocolate cake with.

* * *

At the end of lunch I’m stuffed, but Ellie is up and in motion again. I guess she needs to take advantage of the situation since she rarely has the opportunity not to act like a mini adult.

I lean back on my hands and spot someone walking along the sidewalk. Immediately I know it’s Kalib in his blue uniform . . . too late for the cake. Why is he here again? There’s no way that he has another letter for me. It’s way too soon. I purse my lips, then sigh. As much as I wanted him here in theory, he can’t keep coming to the house. It’s going to draw attention, and that’s the last thing that’s good for either of us.

“Who’s that Cobalt?” Jax asks, breaking me from my thoughts.

“He’s a courier, and his employer works for the CPW,” I say quickly. “He’s been here before.”

Jax furrows his brow. “But why would he be coming out to the garden? He can just deliver anything to the house.”

“I know him . . . from the Tenement.”

“Oh?” Jax’s eyebrow pops up.

My mind spins from Jax’s display of concern . . . or maybe even jealousy. But I’m probably just imagining it. “Not like that. Kalib was my upstairs neighbor . . . we’ve always been like brother and sister.”

I don’t know if that statement is entirely true, but it’s not as if Kalib and I have ever done anything in the least romantic.

“I should go talk to him, though, since I’m guessing he’s here to see me.” I stand and Jax catches my hand.

That same electricity zips down my spine.

“I’ll go keep Eleanor company. But don’t be long.” He releases me.

A smile twists up the corners of my lips. “Oh, I doubt that he’ll be here for more than a few minutes.”

Jax stands and jogs after Ellie and I make my way to Kalib. As we get closer, I can better see his expression, and something is off. His jaw is tight, but it’s not anger . . . it’s sadness.

Gulping down my concern, I pick up the pace until we’re just a few feet apart. “What’s going on?”

Before he answers, his eyes follow what must be Jax and Ellie before his attention returns to me. Without a word he takes me into his arms, and I know he’s crying. The last time this happened, his pop had been killed, and I was the only person who could calm Kalib down. He hides his big emotions most of the time, so it must be important if he’s this upset.

My mind spins with what could be wrong. Did something happen to my parents? His sister or mom?

I should keep holding him, but I need to know and pull slightly from the embrace. “What’s going on?”

“I just can’t believe I left them. I don’t know what I was thinking.” His mumbled words come out quickly.

“What happened?” I press.

He finally gets the words out after a moment. “It’s Kayla.”

My chest tightens and flushes. “What’s wrong with your sister? And how do you know?”

Kalib gulps and wipes his face. “There was an accident in the factory she works in . . . she was hurt.”

“But she’s going to be okay, right?” My mind spins with the possibilities. If he’s this upset, maybe she isn’t going to be.

“I don’t know. All I was told was that it involved her hands and arms.”

Kayla and Kalib’s mom depend on their hands since those are the tools of their talent. If Kayla loses the use of her hands, I don’t even know if she can work. And with Kalib gone, would his family be able to make it without Kayla’s income?

Without a word I take Kalib into my arms again, and this time I allow myself just to give. He needs me now. We’re out here all alone, and the reality is that we only have each other. No one in Carmine understands what it means to be Cobalt unless you are one . . . not Ellie, not Jax.

Kalib’s warm, trembling frame presses against me, and it feels right. More right than anything I know. I should be the one comforting my best friend. It should always be me. We remain in each other’s embrace for probably too long, but I can’t quite help it.

Jax clears his throat from behind. “Maybe you should introduce us.”

At his voice Kalib and I immediately split and step back from each other. I flit my attention behind him where Ellie is on the blanket staring this way. Jax must have told her to stay there.

I wipe my face from the tears that have fallen. “Jax, this is Kalib Fisher. We knew each other from the Tenement.”

Kalib steels himself and straightens his back. “Jax Pierce?”

“That’s me,” Jax says. “So is everything okay?”

My best friend lets out a long breath and glances my way. Something in his expression has changed, and now for whatever reason his concern moves to me.

“Kalib’s sister, who’s also my friend, had an accident back home.” I say it a little too quickly, not allowing Kalib to answer. “We don’t know much, but it’s not good.”

Jax stuffs his hands in his pockets, and I walk to his side. “That’s unfortunate. I hope everything will be okay.” He pauses for a moment. “You should be getting back to Ellie.”

I gulp. Leaving Kalib is the last thing I want to do right now, but being here with him is technically against the house rules. Being out here with Jax and Ellie is one thing that the other staff likely won’t touch, but another Cobalt? That’s a different story.

“Jax is right,” I say to Kalib. “I have to go.”

Kalib leans in, only training his eyes on me. “Can we just have a moment more?”

Before I even ask, Jax says, “Sure, and you know the way out.” Before going back to Ellie, he places his hand on my shoulder and gives me a look I can’t read.

In silence Kalib eyes Jax as he walks away from us. Finally he steps in and whispers, “Don’t get too friendly with him.”

Like his words punch me in the gut, I step back. “What do you mean by that?”

“What I said.”

Sudden anger simmers in my core, a complete reversal of minutes before. “You just met Jax.”

Kalib lowers his chin. “He’s a Scarlet . . . and I’ve heard things.”

“Things?” I want to raise my voice but know it would be unwise. “What kind of things?”

“Just trust me, Ten.”

“Not all Scarlets are the horrible people we thought they were,” I insist.

Kalib eyes the ground. “I need to go. Please just promise me that you’ll be careful.”

I scoff. “When have you ever known me not to be careful?”

He rubs the back of his neck. “I’ll try to send you a message about Kayla when I know more.” With that he turns and takes the path around the house and disappears from sight.

My stomach tightens with guilt because part of me knows that Kalib is correct. I’m taking too many risks, getting too comfortable here.

But I barely have time to process the thoughts because as I turn to walk back to the picnic, Ellie lets out a scream.
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Before I dash to Ellie, I quickly glance back to the way Kalib went around the house, but he must be gone since there’s no sign of him.

Ellie wails again, and I rush toward her and Jax. In the distance something flops around on the ground a few feet from them, but I can’t yet make out what it is. When I get there, Jax is holding Ellie back from what I now see is a twitching bird, a sparrow.

The tiny brown beast’s head and eyes look swollen, and some type of discharge seeps from its nasal passages. I grimace at the sight.

“You can’t touch it, Eleanor. It’s disgusting.” Jax grasps her arms as she struggles against him, still sobbing for the wretched bird.

“But it’s in pain! It needs help.”

Jax yanks her a bit more than is probably necessary. “No, you need to go back to the house. I’ll have Isaiah contact the gardeners, and they can take care of it.”

“But it might die before that!” Ellie shrieks.

I can’t tear my eyes from the horror. I’ve seen dead birds before on the streets in the Tenement but none that looked like this. They just seemed like they died of old age or got hit by a bus or something. This one is almost ghoulish. I snap myself from my thoughts and reach for Ellie. “Jax is right. We need to go inside. It’s getting late anyway.” I tip my chin for Jax to get the picnic items while I take care of Ellie.

He gladly releases her. The child flips around and clasps her little arms around my waist, clutching hard and sobbing into my belly. Heartbroken for Ellie, I run my hand over her loose, golden hair as the sparrow takes its final breath and finally goes still.

At least the creature is out of its misery.

Not so much for Ellie since tears are still flooding from her eyes. To try and calm her, I kneel down so I’m below her eyes. “It’s gone now. At peace.”

I have no idea if that last part is true, but they are words I’ve heard said before when something or someone dies. They sounded good to me then and still do now.

Ellie strains to keep hold of me while looking behind her at the still bird. “He . . . he needs a funeral.”

Jax laughs as he comes up beside us with the basket and blanket in hand. “It’s just a bird.”

I narrow my gaze at his insensitivity to Ellie but quickly bring my attention back to her. “I don’t know if a funeral is safe. He looked pretty sick, but since your father is home, why don’t we go ask him what we should do.”

This seems to placate Ellie as she nods and rubs the tears from her eyes.

I stand and ask Jax, “Can you contact him on your Flexx to see where he is?” My Flexx has emergency contact options that include Dr. Pierce, but I’m not sure a dead bird constitutes an emergency, no matter how much Ellie probably thinks it is.

Jax scoffs, “Really?”

Again I give him a look of disdain. “Really. Death can be hard for people . . . even if it’s just a bird.” I keep my tone low and only directed at him.

Jax hands me the basket and digs in his pocket to pull out his Flexx. He taps out a message to his father and hits send. Quickly a response comes back. “He’s in the lab . . . of course.”

“Then let’s go.” Wasting no time I clutch Ellie’s hand and march her toward the house, then inside. Without even thinking I weave my way through the halls and to the staircase leading down to Dr. Pierce’s lab.

“How’d you know where to go?” Jax asks when we reach the door.

I shrug. “I have a layout of the house on my device so I know where I’m allowed and not.” It’s a lie, but Jax doesn’t know.

Without answering, he places his palm in front of the metal scanner. The door slides back to reveal Dr. Pierce standing at the table holding up a beaker of liquid to examine. Beside him on the counter are a pair of garden clippers and some plant cuttings.

Ellie unhooks from my side and races to him. “Father!”

Dr. Pierce nearly drops the beaker when his daughter plows into his side and throws her arms around him. “What’s going on here? You could have made me drop this.” He scolds her lightly and carefully places the container of liquid on the counter.

Ellie crushes her face into his side and muffled explanations and possibly apologies ensue. Of course with her mouth pressed into him like that, it’s impossible to really get what she’s saying.

Jax taps his foot and scans around the lab. “I have to go. University stuff. Do you mind if I leave them both down here with you?” he says to his father.

Dr. Pierce looks at me. “As long as Miss Hawkins knows what’s going on, I think we’ll handle it.”

Jax tips his chin at his father, grabs the basket from me, and heads through the door without another word. Not even a goodbye.

When it slides shut, I mutter, “What’s his problem?” Immediately I wish I could gather the words back into my mouth.

“My son isn’t much for crying kids.” Dr. Pierce pats Ellie on the head. “Neither am I, to be honest. But tell me what’s going on, Miss Hawkins.”

I have a seat on a high metal stool and explain everything that made Ellie so upset concerning the bird.

“It needs to have a funeral, Father!” Ellie finally forms a full sentence.

Dr. Pierce peers down at his daughter and then back up at me. “You didn’t touch it, did you?” he asks with slight concern.

“Of course not,” I say. “Both Jax and I kept her away from it.”

“Were there any others?”

“Not that I saw.” Even I knew that bird was sick and we shouldn’t touch it. But something in the tone of his question makes my chest constrict. Part of me thought we might come down here and he’d give us some gloves to complete the burial process. But this is something more.

“And how close were any of you to the bird?”

I think back. “Well, I wasn’t right there when it landed, but Jax had her at least five feet back and we never got any closer.”

He tips his head. “Where were you?”

My belly flops since telling Dr. Pierce about Kalib is not really something I want to do. “I was just across the garden when she screamed.”

Dr. Pierce seems to accept my explanation and leaves Ellie, who’s stopped crying but is still in full pout mode. He walks to a cabinet. “Delilah,” he calls to his digital assistant. “Assessment?”

“Based on the information in my database, the description of this event warrants a full investigation,” the AI says.

She heard everything I said.

I flinch at her words, not only because I’m still not used to the concept of a faux person in the room, but also due to the assessment.

Dr. Pierce nods as he continues rifling through the open cabinet. Finally he seems to get what he’s looking for and turns with hands full of equipment. Muttering to himself under his breath, he makes his way past Ellie toward me. “Are you willing to assist?”

I peer behind my back. “Me?”

“You are the only other corporeal scientist here.”

I tip my head in question.

“Delilah can’t exactly lend a pair of hands,” he clarifies and hands me a smock, a pair of gloves and a thick mask without even waiting for my answer.

“I . . . I’m not a scientist.” So as not to be rude, I take the items from him.

“Well, I need an assistant to retrieve this bird, and you are the closest thing to a scientist in this house. I saw your marks from school.”

“Can I go too?” Ellie sniffs.

Dr. Pierce shakes his head. “I need you to go back upstairs to your room—”

“But—” she interrupts.

“Eleanor.” His voice is stern. “Now, I promise that I will do everything I can to give the creature a funeral. But right now I need to retrieve it with Miss Hawkins . . . and you may not come for safety reasons. Just in case.”

Tears well up in her eyes again, so immediately I reach for her and turn her toward me. I force a smile. “I brought you down here to get your father’s help. Now he’s agreed. Trust me that I will not allow anything to happen to the bird. We’re just going to bring it back to the lab to make sure nothing like this will happen to other birds.” I realize I’m kind of pulling these words out of nowhere and eye Dr. Pierce for confirmation.

He pats her on the head. “Your governess is right. Now go upstairs so we can go get him.”

Ellie’s shoulders slump further, but she bobs her head up and down in agreement.

“I’ll meet you in your room when I’m done,” I say. “And remember, you can watch us from the window to make sure we do everything right.”

A slight grin quirks at her lips and she nods.

After we send Ellie on her way, Dr. Pierce and I don the smocks, gloves and face masks. He arms himself with multiple clear specimen bags and a pair of metal tongs, then we make our way from the lab out to the bird’s location.

I glance back to the house, and sure enough, Ellie’s form can be seen in the window of her room.

Dr. Pierce approaches the dead animal and studies it for a few moments. “You say it was twitching before it died?”

“Yes,” I say through my mask and place down a box Dr. Pierce had me bring so we wouldn’t have to tote the carcass through the house on display for anyone to see. “And it had discharge coming from its nasal passages.” From where I stand, the moisture seems to have dried up while we were inside, but the thing looks even more horrid than I remember, with its swollen head and eyes. Under my mask I wrinkle my nose and look away for a moment while Dr. Pierce uses the tongs to pick up the bird.

I retrieve the bags from inside the box and open them for Dr. Pierce. I hold them out as far as I can from my body as he drops in the specimen. Quickly I swallow to repress the sickness pooling in my gut and seal both bags.

Dr. Pierce takes it from me and places it into the box. He also demonstrates removing our gloves and protective gear. I follow his lead and remove mine. Then we store everything inside the box, disinfect with a special spray, and head back to the house.

“This could just be a diseased bird. But one can’t be too careful,” Dr. Pierce says. “Plus it gives me a new little project.”

“What are you going to do with it?”

“For now I’ll freeze it. But I might have time soon to run some tests.”

I pinch my lips. “What should I tell Ellie . . . Eleanor?”

He shrugs. “Just tell her it’s going to take some time. But I’ll let you know the findings.”

I know Ellie is going to be disappointed, but the last part of his sentence brings a smile to my face as I break from him and head for the stairs.

“Oh, and Miss Hawkins?”

I turn back. “As a precaution you should take a shower and change your clothes. You never know about these things.”
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Days later, I find myself standing at the lab door and raising my hand to knock. But quickly I pull it back and scan around to see if anyone is here. Being a Sunday again, most of the staff is out for personal errands, and with Mrs. Pierce being gone, much of the stress has left the house.

Then again, Isaiah is headed back to retrieve her from the lake house this afternoon. So I guess we should all enjoy the downtime while it lasts.

I release a big breath as I hold out my Flexx in front of me. A list of supplies I’d like to have for a little experiment for Ellie shows on the screen. I’m not sure why I’m so nervous to ask about them. I guess that the worst Dr. Pierce could say is no, but the experiment was listed in the curriculum he gave me. I guess it just feels odd . . . me, a Cobalt, asking a Scarlet to do something with the actual possibility that they could say yes.

Before I can stop myself, I raise my hand and tap at the door.

Footsteps sound against the concrete floor, and soon the door slides back. Dr. Pierce stands in front of me wearing a white smock, gloves and goggles.

“Oh, Miss Hawkins.” He momentarily eyes me, then returns to a handheld device larger than my Flexx. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

“Um.” I shift my feet. “No. I hope it’s okay but figured this was better asked in person rather than messaging you.” I have no idea if anyone actually reviews my messages, but not using Ellie’s science tutoring system seemed best.

He turns and waves me in. “Sure, sure.” Quickly he gestures to the counter without looking. “Why don’t you wait there. I need to finish something up . . . . Oh . . . coffee?”

I shake my head, but I don’t think he even sees my response as he shuffles off to a large microscope. By the pile of books and papers and a scattering of specimen slides, it looks like he was working on a project before I came in. Behind him is an open slide storage cabinet with many more specimens inside.

I place my device on the counter and notice several smaller microscopes behind him. I make a mental note to also ask Dr. Pierce if at some point Ellie and I might come down here and use one of them. It might be fun to gather some plant materials outside, prepare the slides, and document our findings. She would really enjoy that, and I would too.

Dr. Pierce fluctuates from gazing into the microscope to his notes in a green journal. And he does this for a good ten minutes before he says another word. I’m about to tell him that I can come back later when he returns his gaze to me.

“So why are you here today?”

I flit my attention to the Flexx lying on the counter and tap the screen. “I’d like to prepare a simple experiment for your daughter . . . nothing fancy. But there are some things I need.”

He waves his hand at me before I get further, and I snap my mouth shut. He’s going to say no.

“As long as the Coinage spent is low, you can just give that kind of thing directly to Isaiah. No need to go through me.”

“Isaiah? But—”

“Isaiah already has full knowledge of what you are doing for me concerning Eleanor’s education. He will be quite discreet and simply hand-deliver any supplies to your room.”

“Oh,” I say and stand. “If you had told me this before, I wouldn’t have had to bother you.” I reach to gather my Flexx.

“No, no. Not a bother at all. I apologize for not telling you sooner. I’m just not here very often.”

He’s apologizing to me?

I pluck up my device and pocket it. “Then I won’t disturb you further.”

“Actually.” Dr. Pierce glances back to his project. “I’d like your assistance on something again if you feel you have the time.”

Have the time? My heart leaps into my throat. Everything in me wants to jump up and down and clap my hands like Ellie does when she’s excited, but that would be extremely immature and uncalled for. But the fact that a Scarlet scientist has requested my assistance on projects twice in the last few days is something I never dreamed of.

“Yes.” I struggle to keep my voice from shaking. “Eleanor is out for a dance class until after lunch.”

“Wonderful.” He waves me over to him. “Let’s start with a refresher. From your schooling do you happen to remember the six processes that form the scientific method’s foundation?”

I stop for a moment to think. “Um . . . observation and classification. Then, communication . . . measurement . . . in . . . inference, and . . .” I struggle for the last.

“The sixth is prediction,” he reminds me.

“Right,” The information floods back from science class maybe two years ago.

“Okay. With those things in mind, take a look.” He waves me to the microscope.

Since Dr. Pierce is taller than me, I raise up on my toes, peer into the scope, and study the round clusters.

“Let’s start with observation,” Dr. Pierce says. “What do you see?”

We never had this kind of equipment in the Tenement, and any microscopic views I’d seen in the past were only when we were shown a video. Real lab equipment was too expensive to waste in Cobalt schools.

Oblong shapes with a dark center. “Blood cells . . . but I have no idea from what.”

“That’s fine,” he says. “Why don’t you go ahead and use the communication step further to document what you’re seeing. This way you can refer to it later.” He pulls out a leather journal-type notebook and hands it to me. “You can draw pictures or write out your findings.”

Slowly I take the journal. “Can I keep it?”

“Sure. You can leave it in here, and when you come down, maybe bring Eleanor next time so you can give her a similar lesson.”

My heart speeds up at the thought. “I’d . . .” I catch myself. “She’d love that.”

Dr. Pierce chuckles. “I think you’d both love it. And honestly, I’m just happy to have anyone from this household interested in what I do down here. You saw how quickly my son hightailed it out of the lab the other day.”

“Jax said he had school and Ellie was crying.”

He waves a dismissive hand. “Yes, both true, but most of my family have no interest in what I do.”

Not that I really think he’s talking about me as his family; I know he’s referring to Ellie. But just the same, my heart warms that he at least doesn’t mind, and even has encouraged my involvement . . . even if it’s only so I can teach his daughter better.

I’d love to tell Mama and Papa about all of this; they’d be so proud. But of course I can’t mention the most interesting things that have happened to me so far since the correspondence is closely monitored. Even so, I plan to start a response to their letter soon. At least they can get a glimpse of my happiness in teaching Ellie.

I crack open the journal and grab a pencil lying on the counter. As Dr. Pierce busies himself in the lab, removing his protective gear, making coffee, and typing something I can’t see on his laptop computer, I make use of the various slides scattered around and draw and note my findings in the journal.

When I’m done, I slap the cover closed and hand it to him to check my work.

He raises a brow as he takes it. “Are you sure you’re finished?”

“Oh . . . I could be here for hours, and I have a lot of questions. But I really need to get back upstairs soon.”

Dr. Pierce shrugs and opens the journal to the first page. He makes a lot of hums and occasionally nods or shakes his head. As he does, I wring my hands, suddenly second-guessing my findings.

“I’m sorry, I didn’t know how to identify every—” I start.

He holds up his hand. “No, it’s very good. You have great instinct, and I know young talent when I see it.”

Shocked at his praise, I open my mouth to speak but again get cut off.

“That said, your talent is raw. The schooling in the Tenement is likely incomplete.”

He could say that again. Not that it mattered, though. We were only taught as much as we might need for a factory job. Sure, some of those positions require more schooling, like Papa’s engineering position, but much of that was learned on his own after hours . . . not in the limited government-paid education we are provided.

“That said, I’d like to offer you something. The lab does go unused much of the time, and that’s a shame. What would you think if I programmed your DNA to open the lab? When I’m not here and your duties are complete, you may come down here and do your own research. You may not access any of my computers, but the books and other equipment are available to you.”

My mouth opens and hangs there in shock.

He tips his head. “Is that a yes?”

All I can do is nod.

“Delilah?” he calls.

“Yes, Dr. Pierce,” the AI’s voice says.

“Please program all the necessities for Miss Hawkins to use the lab when I’m not here.”

“It’s already complete,” she says.

Dr. Pierce takes out a red pen, marks up some of my writing, and then hands it back to me. Then he replaces the current slide I have under the scope with the original one from when I first came into the lab. “Now take another look at this one.”

As I move into place, he sets the journal on the counter.

I peer in and study the hundreds of round clusters surrounding a cell. As I view it, I purse my lips. “Well . . . whatever it is isn’t good. Some type of disease,” I finally say.

“That, Miss Hawkins, is what killed Eleanor’s bird.”

Instinctively I draw back from the scope and Dr. Pierce chuckles.

“Don’t worry. I’m a professional who has handled contaminants many times, and this sample is completely secure. At this point it can’t infect anyone . . . birds or humans.”

I blow out a relieved breath and look inside the scope again. “That’s from the bird, huh?”

“Yes, and it was a good thing that you didn’t allow anyone to touch it. In general, one doesn’t find that illnesses can transmit from animals to humans, but you can never be too careful, especially when you find one as sick as this one.”

I review the slide again and the clusters. “Do you know what it is yet . . . specifically?”

He works his jaw and then chuckles. “In all honesty, I’m not quite sure yet. So I didn’t really expect you to know what it was. A virus, no doubt, but it has a few qualities I’ve not seen before.”

“So, a mutation?” I ask.

“Yes, likely. In my line of work I see things like this on a fairly regular basis, though it often turns out to be mostly nothing.”

I study him. Part of me wonders if what he’s saying is true or if he’s just wording it that way so I don’t have to worry. But I’d been wondering for weeks exactly what Dr. Pierce does. This is the perfect opportunity to find out. “So, are you a virologist?”

“It’s a part of what I do.”

That’s as far as he goes, and by his slightly stiffened body language I decide not to push it further.

“Do you think we can bury the bird?” I ask, thinking of Ellie since she bugged me again this morning.

Dr. Pierce sighs. “Unfortunately I need to keep the specimen. But how about this . . . I’ll prepare a nice sealed box and the two of you can bury it in the garden.”

Not that I like lying to Ellie, but if he needs the body for continued examination, I can understand why he’d make the suggestion. He’s just trying to help her feel better about it.

I smile and, like a good Cobalt, nod in agreement.
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Dear Mama and Papa,

You don’t know how happy I was when I received your letter the other day. I’m pretty sure I’ve read it at least a hundred times and wish I could give you each a big hug instead of us being so far apart.

There are so many things to tell you about this place, and I don’t exactly know where to start.

Here goes anyway.

First off, I’m a governess in a massive house outside of Carmine. The position was always on my list of preferred jobs, not because I love little kids of course . . . you know that . . . but because I knew I would be capable.

And guess what?

I am! And I like it a lot more than I even imagined.

The little six-year-old girl that I’m caring for and tutoring is as smart as a whip . . . and not to brag or anything, but I think she might remind you of me. She’s curious and determined. Honestly I can’t believe my luck. Her name is Eleanor . . . Ellie for short (at least that’s what I call her).

The lady of the house, Mrs. Pierce is beautiful but tough, yet as I settle in, I’m starting to understand her a bit more and the role she has to play as a Scarlet woman. In all, I’ve mostly figured out what she wants from me and how to fulfill it. But you know . . . I’m pretty good at doing just that. It’s what got me in the CPW in the first place.

And this you will not believe.

Dr. Pierce is a scientist for the government. The reason I ended up in this household is that Dr. Pierce wanted the person tutoring Ellie to be proficient in science! He has even asked me to assist him twice and taught me a few things in his home lab. He’s permitting me to study in the lab on my own. Can you believe it? It’s like a dream come true.

But it’s kind of a secret, so you can’t tell anyone. I know you won’t.

The strangest thing happened the other day. A sick bird died in the garden, and Ellie saw the whole horrible event happen. It made her very upset. After Dr. Pierce studied the bird to ensure burying it was safe, she and I had a little funeral for the poor thing.

Ellie wore a black dress and shoes, and of course I wore my blue CPW uniform. But she loaned me a pair of black gloves and a hat that she sometimes uses for dress-up so that I could properly be in mourning.

I said a few nice words, and we lay the little beast to rest under a rose bush. The concept of death is hard for most people and I don’t think, at only six, she has experienced much loss like that.

But I was glad to be a part of the experience with her. I think having someone to guide her through it was helpful since she seems to have moved on.

My room is very nice . . . several times bigger than the one back home, and I even have my own bathroom and a window with a view out to the garden. Mama, you would love it here. And the showers? I get a whole ten minutes in the warm water. Just that has been a little slice of heaven. (Hopefully knowing this doesn’t make you jealous . . . I just couldn’t avoid telling you).

Kalib is near too. He works as a courier for someone high up in the CPW program. A Mr. Cornell Robinson. I’ve seen Kalib twice and he looks good, but I heard about Kayla and I’m worried for her. Could you please check on her and make sure she’s doing okay for me?

I love and miss you so much that it’s crazy. I hope that work is going well and all those extra portions of tuna casserole are going to good use!

XOXO,

Tenly




These are the words I want to write to my parents, but they never even make it to the page.

They can’t.

Even in the fake letter in my head I can’t tell them everything. I don’t tell them about the trip into the city since what happened at the end would make them incredibly worried.

It’s not as if they haven’t seen violence carried out by Scarlet sentries before. That, of course, is a regular occurrence in the Tenement. But out here . . . and in Carmine? I had no idea and don’t know how they could be aware either. Letting them in on the fact that I was directly across the street from a protest that went violent would probably keep them up at night. And if sleep is one thing I can ensure they get more of, I should do it.

My parents must believe that I’m safe here. Happy. Fulfilled.

I also don’t mention Jax at all. My time with him feels private, and even if some of my daydreams about him are just that, I’m not sure how they might feel about me getting close to a Scarlet. Plus since the whole bird incident, he’s been busy with university and I’ve barely seen him around here at all . . . even last night when I went up to the roof. He wasn’t there.

Instead I assure them of all the things they need to hear—want to hear—are allowed to hear. Then throw in some boring details about the weather and my job.

It’s all for the best.

I do mention that I saw the stars. I don’t think that will do any harm or raise any red flags when my letter is reviewed by the CPW. The fact I’ve seen them will make Mama incredibly happy. She knows how long I’ve dreamed of witnessing the real thing with my own eyes.

And the bird we had the funeral for? As far as I’m aware it’s still frozen down in the lab.

But Ellie still doesn’t know.

She really thinks that the box her father gave us contained the little sparrow. I don’t like lying to Ellie, but it’s one falsehood I can handle since the whole charade helped her experience death in a positive way.

With a sigh, I sign the real letter off, keeping it professional . . .

Your loving daughter,

Tenly.

Then I stuff it into an addressed envelope and tuck it into the pocket of my uniform . . . until Kalib comes again.
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The house has been a whirlwind since Mrs. Pierce returned from her time at the lake house a couple of weeks ago. Even more than normal, she always seems to be demanding something and has instructed me to double up on the Red Ladies curriculum for Ellie before the gala in a few days.

Dr. Pierce has been at the house a lot more often too. He still spends much of his time in the lab downstairs, but I suspect he’s been back to keep an eye on his wife. Ellie mentioned that her mother was given some kind of new medication that she seems to be taking all the time. Maybe he’s around just to ensure his wife’s mental health is stable.

But it’s none of my business anyway.

I do know that after Madam goes to bed he occasionally heads out in the dead of night and always returns by morning. I’ve seen him come and go in auto-loaner cars from the hall window several times. The vehicles drive up on their own with no operator, and then he takes them away to wherever his office is . . . maybe in the city.

He rarely seems to have Isaiah chauffeur him like he does for Mrs. Pierce. But I don’t even know if Mrs. Pierce knows how to drive. From Ellie’s curriculum it seems like women are dependent on men for this sort of thing . . . especially the upper class.

Today Mrs. Pierce has Ellie practicing for her gala event. After the disturbance in the city, the Voclain Boutique sent Ellie’s expensive gown over free of charge. Apparently, even Mrs. Pierce was shocked by this since the dress cost a small fortune, and it’s not as if Mr. Voclain had any control over where and when that protest happened.

My guess is that they valued Mrs. Pierce’s return business too much to risk losing it. But giving them a free gown seems silly. Overkill. The Pierces have plenty of Coinage to pay for whatever they want.

Then again, the whole negative event could have put a sour taste in her mouth, and she might have found a new preferred designer for all her fashions. Plus, Ellie wearing the dress to the gala is like a walking billboard for the new Voclain children’s line.

I guess a complimentary child’s gown is a small price to pay to retain loyalty when Mrs. Pierce buys so many.

Internally I scold myself for devoting so much of my thoughts toward Voclain and his ridiculously impractical dresses. He doesn’t even make the gowns . . . people like Kayla who are still stuck in the Tenement do. I gulp as I remember Kalib’s sister’s injury at the factory. Is she okay? I haven’t seen or heard from Kalib for weeks. So I have no idea.

My Flexx chimes from my desk three times, a sound I haven’t heard before, and the screen suddenly illuminates. A man in a suit and tie with very slicked-back hair comes on the screen. I’ve seen newscasters like him on the media screens in the Tenement, but not him specifically.

“Good evening, citizens. This is Blake Gonzalez coming to you from Carmine Headquarters with breaking news.”

To his left an image of a very alive-looking bird appears to be perched on a tree branch, but under the image are the words Mysterious Avian Deaths. My heart skips a beat as I read it, and the memory of Ellie’s little dead bird flashes to mind.

“There has been a recent small uptick in avian deaths in the vicinity of Carmine. Four cases of a mysterious virus affecting birds have been discovered. As yet, there is no reason for alarm, but the Institute of Disease Control has released a warning simply as a precaution. No one should approach or try to aid any birds that appear to be sick or display the following symptoms . . .”

Recent uptick?

The newscaster goes into detail with all the indicators that the bird that died in the garden displayed prior to death: swelling, the inability to control its movements, discharge. There are a few others, but I don’t hear them as my mind replays the events of the day we found the bird . . . how we retrieved it and the safety precautions that we took. Then what happened when Dr. Pierce had me examine the slides of the virus in his lab.

We did everything right . . . didn’t we?

If there are more deaths, why didn’t Dr. Pierce say anything to me about the other cases? He’s been around for weeks and even spoken to me several times after showing me the slides in the lab. He thought I should know about the first case.

Why not the others?

I shake my head. You’re the Cobalt governess, Tenly. Not his real assistant. You can’t expect anything of him. Maybe he was just being nice and wanted to have me help cover for him not giving us the real bird to bury . . . just in case Ellie tried to open the box or something. It’s not like he’s hiding anything.

Instantly my hands tingle with the need to wash them. Logically it’s stupid, since if there was any type of exposure I would have known it by now. Surely Dr. Pierce would have told me about that.

I gaze back down to the Flexx still in my hand to find the screen dark and the newscast over.

There’s nothing to worry about. The warning was only so people don’t mess with sick birds.

To get my mind off the topic, I stand and head from my room, taking a rarely used staircase down. A door near Isaiah’s office leads out to the garden where I can prepare for Ellie’s next science lessons.

But just as I step out the door, I’m met by Lydia, Mrs. Pierce’s lady’s maid.

“Where are you going?” A frown pulls at her entire face.

My neck heats at the sight of her. I’ve been lucky enough to avoid any staff for more than a few seconds and occasional narrowed glares for weeks. Like a good Cobalt I lower my chin and avert my eyes. She may be staff like me, but she’s a Scarlet, and that gives her the all the advantages.

“While Miss Eleanor is out, I’m going to the garden to study her next lesson.” I keep my head down and start to move in that direction. But before I get more than two inches, she grasps my arm.

“You act all meek, but we know you think you deserve to be here . . . and of all things influencing the Pierces’ daughter. It’s disgusting. You are disgusting.” She nearly spits the last word.

Weight bears down on me, and all I want to do is get away from her. Isaiah might step in if he were here, but he’s gone with Mrs. Pierce and Ellie.

“Everyone here wants you gone. They are sick of having to bring your food and laundry to your room.” She sneers at me. “You know all those bird deaths? None of that started to happen until you arrived. Maybe you brought something filthy with you from the Tenements.”

I know she’s only trying to dig at me and believes none of this, or she wouldn’t be touching me or even standing this close.

“Coming outside . . . this was a mistake. I’ll just go back to my room.” I turn but she doesn’t loosen her grip. “Please just let me go.”

“What did you say?” Lydia shakes me and on instinct I pull myself from her but know it’s the wrong move.

I glance up to her. Fury burns in her eyes at my insolence, and without warning she shoves me to the ground. My Flexx goes flying from my hand, and my shoulder smacks against the patio’s hard stone.

She tips her head and raises her brow into a perfect arch. “If you spill anything, I’ll only say you attacked me first.”

I gasp. Did she plan this?

“In fact, maybe I’ll do that anyway.” She flips her red hair behind her shoulders.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea, Lydia,” Jax’s voice comes from behind, and I push up from the ground to see him retrieving my device from where it lay.

Lydia stiffens at the sight of him. “She pushed me—” she tries.

He wipes the Flexx screen off on his shirt and then crosses his arms over his chest. “Miss Hawkins did no such thing, and if you value your employment here, I’d advise you to get back to work instead of dawdling here on the porch. I’m sure Mother has tasks for you to complete while she’s gone.”

Lydia eyes me, still on the ground, and then brings her attention back to Jax. “Yes, sir.” With that she turns on her heel and disappears into the house.

Jax holds his hand out to me, but I hesitate to take it.

“I really should go back inside,” I say.

He shakes his hand slightly to insist I take it. “What? And let her win?”

Scarlets always win.

I take his grasp and pull up to stand. “I don’t want to create problems.”

Jax chuckles. “That’s inevitable. You’re a Cobalt living in a high-ranking Scarlet home. If you want to continue on that path, you’ll have to accept that people here are going to take issue. You’ll need to find your way around that.”

I hold my hand out for the Flexx, and Jax places it in my palm. “I can’t expect you to rescue me every time something goes awry.”

“Then you’ll need to learn to play the game better.” A crooked smile twists at his lips.

“I knew how to play the game in the Tenement,” I mutter.

Jax studies me for a second and then gestures out toward the garden. I really want to go back inside, but he did save me, and keeping Jax on my side likely is part of playing the game well. I tuck my Flexx into my pocket and walk out to the path, letting Jax lead.

“So how did you play the game before you arrived here?” he asks as we walk past the rose garden and toward the back of the property.

My chest tightens at his question. I don’t really want to talk to Jax about life in the Tenement.

“Your friend . . . what’s his name again? The courier who came here.”

“Kalib?”

Jax stuffs his hands in his pockets. “Yes, him. Was he part of your game?”

I let out a nervous chuckle as we get to the destination that Jax wants. Several trees line the tall back-right wall of the estate. Behind it, vines scale the stones, and I can barely make out an old set of wooden doors built into the wall. At the very bottom, covered in vines, is a broken away section . . . open to whatever is beyond it. Maybe just the next property, or perhaps the green space between them.

It’s a way off the Pierce estate, though. A spot that’s not monitored and doesn’t need a code or ID that would track my presence. But where would I go anyway?

I push the stupid thought from my mind and return my attention to Jax. “I think I told you, Kalib was my upstairs neighbor and we’ve known each other since we were little.”

“And . . .” Jax prompts and sits to lean his back against one of the tall trees.

I follow his lead and do the same, lowering myself next to him. “And nothing. Maybe Kalib and I were best friends, but more like brother and sister. Not that I really know what it’s like to have a sibling since I’m an only child.”

“You are fortunate in that respect.”

I chuckle. “Ellie . . . Eleanor can’t bother you too much . . . you two are so different in age.”

He leans forward onto his knees and scoffs. “Have you seen my parents? It’s not as if they have much attention to give one child, let alone two.”

“My parents always wanted two . . . but not enough Coinage to afford it.” I fold my hands together on my lap.

“And Kalib . . . tell me more about him.”

I gaze back to Jax. “Why?”

“I want to know what it took for him to be your best friend. Were you two much alike?”

I release a chuckle. “Complete opposites. I did everything right pretty much my entire life. Being a part of the CPW was my lifelong dream. I followed the rules . . . worked hard.”

“And Kalib didn’t? But he’s in the CPW too.”

Nervousness tingles at my chest from talking about this with Jax. Not that I don’t have similar questions, but talking about them to any Scarlet, even Jax, probably isn’t the best idea. “Don’t get me wrong. Kalib’s always been a hard worker. He just hadn’t ever expressed interest in the program. I think maybe it was me who inadvertently got him to take the exam on a whim. I kind of encouraged him the night before.”

“On a whim?” Jax rakes his hands through his hair and then laces his fingers behind his head.

“Um . . . yeah, I guess. I didn’t even know that Kalib was taking the exam until after he’d passed it. We’re a year apart in age, so he took it in a separate part of the building.”

“Don’t you think that’s odd? Taking the exam on a whim.”

“Not really,” I lie. “Kalib is just . . . Kalib.”

Jax turns and gives me a smile that, as it has so many times before, sends a shiver down my spine. He places his hand on top of mine, grasps it, and lifts. “Well, I’m glad that you ended up here instead of him.” With that he kissed my fingers and places my hand back onto my lap. “With me.”

I give him a nervous smile, not quite sure what to say. But I don’t get the chance because he stands and says, “Well, I have an appointment coming up, and it seems that you now have a comfortable place to do whatever it was you came outside to do. I’m sure that Lydia won’t bother you all the way out here.”

I’d nearly forgotten about Lydia. “Are you going to tell anyone what she did?”

Jax raises a brow. “Mother adores the way Lydia styles her hair, and good lady’s maids can be hard to come by. So she wouldn’t be fired.”

It would accomplish nothing but making Lydia hate me even more. I nod. “Thanks for stepping in anyway.”

“Oh, that was no problem. I was happy I just happened to be there.”

I watch him as he walks back to the house and settle my back into the trunk of the tree. I tap my device and want to open up the science curriculum, but I’ve had enough close calls today and do need to learn to play the game better.

Red Ladies curriculum it is.
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“Tonight’s the night!” I keep my voice upbeat for Ellie’s sake. But deep down I think it’s for my own sanity. The entire Pierce family and most of the staff will be gone tonight for the gala.

“Why can’t you come too?” Ellie throws her hand onto her hip. Her hair is fashioned in one of the elaborate updos similar to the ones Mrs. Pierce wears. Tonight is so special that it wasn’t up to me to do her hair. Instead, a stylist came earlier while I was booted from the room.

No need to have the riffraff standing in plain sight at this point. Mrs. Pierce has already been deemed a saint . . . nothing needed beyond that.

“Oh, you know that no one wants a governess at one of these fancy parties. I wouldn’t even know how to act.” I throw my head back and pat my bun like it’s something chic.

Keep it light, Tenly. Light.

I don’t even want to imagine what a Cobalt showing up to one of these fancy Scarlet parties would look like. Just going to the Voclain Boutique was bad enough. I’m sure Mrs. Pierce will never have my face shown in public again if she doesn’t have to.

“But I want you there.” Tears well up in Ellie’s eyes, and I reach for her cheek and stroke the soft skin.

“You are going to have a great time, and then tomorrow you can tell me all about what happened.”

She nods, but by the frown pulling at the edges of her mouth, it’s obvious my words and attempt at a little humor are not convincing enough.

Playfully I take her hand and spin her around. As I do, the skirt of her bright red silk gown flares out like a tulip picked at its peak on a sunny day. Spinning around and round, Ellie can’t help but smile, and she lets out a giggle.

“Just pretend you’re a princess and everyone at the gala are your royal subjects.” I know this will work since some of Ellie’s favorite books involve princesses . . . including one story that I think must have slipped past her mother. It’s about a princess who defeats her evil stepmother and lives happily ever after doing the things she pleases. I have no idea how Mrs. Pierce missed it, but it probably has something to do with the fact that she never comes to Ellie’s room to do anything, let alone read children’s books.

I stop twirling Ellie around, and she grins. “Okay!”

Quickly, I place my hands on my knees and bend toward her. “And don’t forget to tell me about all the yummy desserts you eat!”

Her eyes gleam with delight as she seems to forget all of her earlier complaints with the fantasy of endless sugar playing in her head.

Knock, knock. The sound comes from the door.

I check the time. We still have several minutes before I’m supposed to deliver Ellie downstairs.

I raise my brows to Ellie. “Now who might that be? Your horse-drawn carriage made from a magic pumpkin?”

She shrugs as a wide smile tugs at her lips.

The sound comes again, and I walk to the door and open it. To my surprise, Jax stands in the hall. His normally floppy dark hair is neatly combed back, and he’s dressed in a black suit and white shirt with a short red tie at his neck. It’s a look I’m completely unused to seeing him in. My breath hitches.

He smiles and gives me a bow at the waist. “I’m here for Miss Eleanor.”

Playing along, I step back and angle myself slightly toward Ellie. “Eleanor Pierce, I believe that your handsome prince has arrived.” My cheeks flush as I realize that I just called Jax handsome in front of him.

But my embarrassment doesn’t last long when Ellie squeals in delight and races to her brother. She pulls out her skirt on each side and curtsies low; immediately he bows again and holds out his hand to her, and she takes it.

Jax pulls Ellie forward and out the door. He leans down and whispers into her ear, but still loudly enough for me to hear, “Head on down, I’ll be right behind you.”

Ellie bobs her head. “Bye, Tenly!” Then, still holding the side of her skirt up, she walks down the hall and disappears down the staircase.

Jax glances back into the hall, apparently to check if anyone is there. When he’s satisfied that it’s empty, he returns his attention to me and steps into the room. He closes the door partway.

Biting my lip I step back from him, farther into Ellie’s room.

“I’m sorry we haven’t had the chance to speak in a few days,” he says. “Everything at university has gotten a little crazy, and Mother had me running errands to prepare for the gala.”

My heart pounds as he reaches his hand out to me. Tentatively I take it.

“But life should be settling down a bit from here on out, so I hope we might get a chance to see each other more.”

I blow out a breath and ask a question I should have asked a long time ago. “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”

He quirks his brow. “What do you think?”

“I think that I’m a Cobalt and you’re a Scarlet.”

“And?”

I scoff. Jax is not making this easy for me.

“And your mother told me I should not find myself needing to be around you.”

He crosses his arms over his chest. “I’m nearly eighteen, and then my mother will not have any say in what I do and don’t do. Anyway, that woman is a lot more bark than bite.”

“For you she is.” My words surprise me, but it’s something that must be said.

Jax chuckles and takes a step toward me. “I know that my father likes you . . . if he didn’t, he wouldn’t have even let you stay in the lab when that whole bird thing happened.”

Whole bird thing? Hasn’t he been listening to the news? It’s not just a bird thing.

He continues, “Mother can’t make any big decisions about household changes without his approval. And I know my father . . . when he likes someone, he likes them, Cobalt or not. Everyone has their uses.”

I cross my own arms over my chest, still unsure if I should believe him. “I just want to do a good job here. The staff might think—”

“And you are doing a great job.” He motions to the door. “Did you see Eleanor? The last gala, Mother had the worst time getting her into the car. Tonight my sister is excited, prepared . . . and you did that.”

I think back over the time I’ve been here. It hasn’t really been that long, but Ellie really has improved in her Red Lady training. I might not agree with much of it, but Jax is right. Through various activities I’ve been able to make it fun, and Ellie doesn’t complain nearly as much as she did before.

“Mother talks about how much Eleanor has advanced over dinner every time I’m there. So even if she would not admit it to your face, she has noticed.” He steps in closer and pauses right in front of me. “It’s a good reason that she might overlook a few things.” With those words he raises his hand and traces his fingertips across my cheek and jawline.

At his touch I take in a shuttered breath and wait. Unexpectedly, he takes my hand, raises it to his lips and kisses it.

“M’lady,” he says with a smile in his tone, then releases me. “I must be going.”

Speechless, I nod and watch as he exits the room, closing the door behind him.

I release the breath I’ve been holding for way too long and fall back into a chair that just happens to be behind me.

“What am I letting myself be dragged into?” I mutter and fan away the heat building in my chest and neck. Jax says that nothing is going to happen to me, but how do I know that? It could just be words from a guy who has no idea what it’s like to be a Cobalt . . . how different that really is than being a Scarlet.

I place my hands on the chair’s arms and dig in my fingers, unsure of what to do about him. But I throw the thoughts aside to worry about another time. Up and out of Ellie’s room, I find myself in the hall, watching Isaiah drive the family away in the car. Most of the staff who are assisting at the gala left over an hour ago.

I glance around at the empty hall. I guess I could prepare for lessons, but that sounds so boring.

The lab.

Dr. Pierce gave me permission to use it when he was gone. Dr. Pierce specifically told me that I could use the facility any time he was away as long as I didn’t mess with his computer equipment. Well? He’s gone . . . everyone is. I should take advantage of this opportunity.

Before I lose my nerve, I head downstairs, wave my DNA tattoo over the scanner, and then straighten my back. Hopefully Delilah can’t sense my nervousness as my pulse rages in my ears. The door slides back.

“Good evening, Miss Hawkins,” Delilah says in her slightly inhuman voice. “How may I help you?”

My heart nearly leaps from my chest even though I knew she would likely address me. “Slow night, so I thought I’d come down and prep for a few of Eleanor’s lessons.” It’s a solid reason. She doesn’t need to know I just want to play.

“If you need any assistance, feel free to ask. Would you like any coffee?” she asks.

I pause in thought for a moment. “I think I’ll be able to handle the lesson research. But yes . . . I will try the coffee. Are there different options?”

She rattles off several choices, and having never tried coffee, I decide on the simplest option with sugar and cream. Why not?

“How many cups?”

I release a nervous chuckle. Dr. Pierce would probably say multiple. “I’ll just go with the one.”

As I say it, the coffee maker starts, and a creamy-looking liquid, very different from the black that Dr. Pierce drinks, pours into the clear carafe. While it finishes, I glance around the room at the vast library. With all the computer equipment at his disposal, it’s funny to me that Dr. Pierce still uses so many physical books . . . at least it seems that he does by the worn corners and the handful scattered around the room.

“Your coffee is ready, Miss Hawkins,” Delilah says.

“Thank you.” I scoff at myself, wondering if she even cares that I’m polite. But then I walk to it, pour the pungent liquid into a cup, and take a sip.

At first I blink several times, evaluating the bitter flavor combined with sweet and creamy, not sure I fully like it yet. But then I take a few more sips and find it more like chocolate than I’d first thought. I consider having her make me another cup, but then decide against it. One is enough.

For now.

Okay. I gaze around the room in anticipation. Where to start? How about with something I know?

Scanning the books, I find the journal he let me draw in with my bird specimen findings. I pull it out and flip through the pages. Maybe I could try again . . . then pull some more books to research.

I place it down with my coffee on the counter next to his microscope and turn my attention to the slide cabinet. Does he still have the specimens from the bird we found in the yard? I head to check and pull out the drawer that I saw him take prepared slides from the last time I was here.

Inside the slides are labeled simply “Avian Virus,” and then each has a number. But then there is also a date. The first, of course, has the same dates as Ellie’s poor bird, and several slides match to that same date, but then there are more . . . at least thirty samples spanning the last several weeks. All different.

But the newscast I heard mentioned only a few isolated dead birds had been found . . . not thirty.

So is this what Dr. Pierce has been working on? But why is he doing so much research here at home versus at his lab in the city? I’d think this would be something to work on as a team with other scientists. Something niggles in the back of my mind. There’s no way he could be conducting the research on his own and not sharing all the information. Right? Of course I want none of that to be true because Dr. Pierce has trusted me with a lot . . . Ellie’s education . . . access to the lab . . .

I throw aside the stupid thought. The news never told us correct or complete information in the Tenement. Why would it be any different here? No one wants panic or for people to think that dead birds are going to rain out of the sky next week.

But then what if he is hiding something and now I’ve seen it? My blood goes cold, and I swallow the sudden nervousness that has risen into my throat. As fast as I can, I replace all the slides and push back the drawer. Then I down the rest of my now-lukewarm coffee and return my journal to the shelf.

He didn’t tell me I couldn’t come down, but what if he’s been so wrapped up in this project that he forgot? Or never really thought I’d take him up on his offer?

“Thank you, Delilah,” I say and place the mug next to the coffee machine in a basket labeled “Dirty.”

No use taking it with me. Dr. Pierce is going to know I was here simply because I used my DNA tattoo to enter.

If he asks, I’ll just tell him the truth. A partial truth anyway . . . that I wanted to get some more practice and do some continued research . . . but then remembered I needed to do something else.

“Will you have any other needs, Miss Hawkins?” she asks.

I clear my throat. “I think that’s it. Thank you.”
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Tap.

My eyelids flicker open and I roll over, clutching my pillow. Probably a dream.

Tap. After a moment the sound comes again. Groggily, I sit and scan around my darkened room for the source. Nothing.

The wind?

So I drop backward and stare at the ceiling. I release a long sigh while thinking about what I found in the lab concerning the avian virus. I’m probably overreacting to the whole thing. Just because Dr. Pierce has allowed me some freedom in teaching Ellie science does not mean I’m a scientist. I’m a seventeen-year-old girl who likes science and got high marks in a Cobalt secondary school. That doesn’t amount to much.

Just because there may be more bird deaths than the news has reported yet doesn’t mean anything sinister is going on. Even if Dr. Pierce is involved, who am I going to tell? It’s not as if anyone is going to believe me.

Or that I have anyone to tell.

Tap. The noise repeats. This time I know it’s not from a dream or the wind. I sit again, throw off the blankets, and make my way to the window to peer out.

My eyes widen into saucers, by the feel of it, when I spot the source of the tapping.

Kalib . . . throwing pebbles at my window. Seeing him outside my window has been a regular occurrence most of my life. But here? Not here.

This is not okay.

A concoction of nervousness, anger, and excitement swirls in my stomach. Quickly I wiggle at the latch and slide back the glass. “What are you doing?” I call, keeping my voice as much a whisper as I can. Don’t want to wake Ellie next door.

“I need to speak with you,” he answers.

I hold my hands out in question and gaze up at the darkened sky. “Now?”

Kalib nods curtly. “Yes, now. Or I wouldn’t be here.”

I purse my lips together in thought for a moment. This is the reason I did so much pushing away from Kalib. The risks he takes always seem to have the potential to get me in trouble.

Despite that, I say, “Fine. I’ll be down in a minute.” I must get him to go away, and calling down from the second floor is a bad way to do that. Quietly I shut the window, grab the letter for my parents off my nightstand, and head downstairs. This better be important.

Out the back door I hug myself tightly in the chilly air and search for my friend. “Kalib,” I call after a moment, and he steps from the shadows.

“No one saw you, right?”

I twist and peer back at the house. “I don’t think so. No one was up . . . it’s the middle of the night.”

“Okay.” He waves me over and begrudgingly I obey.

“Why are you here, Kalib?”

“Because I don’t know what’s going to happen next.” He shoves his hands into his pockets and stares down at the ground.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” A twinge of anger creeps into my tone that I don’t really want, but I shouldn’t even be outside . . . neither of us should. “Did something else happen to Kayla?”

He snaps his attention to me. “No, but it could have. Her hands were broken so badly because of the unsafe equipment in her factory that she might have never worked again.”

I gasp, thinking of the consequences of that. Kalib’s mom and sister could have ended up on the street, only to be rounded up by sentries sooner or later.

He pauses for a moment as if to choose his words carefully. “But some anonymous donor contributed to her medical bills, and she’s going to heal.”

“The Voclain factory didn’t help?” I don’t know why I ask or why that was my first response, because I know the answer. But dissonance swirls in my head at the fact that Mr. Voclain would send over Ellie’s fancy dress as a complimentary gift but not even bother to help one of his prized seamstresses.

Kalib places his hands on my shoulders and lets out a long sigh. “I don’t understand you, Tenly. It’s like you know all the injustice there is for Cobalts, but somehow you allow yourself to push it out of your mind.”

I shake him off. “It’s not as if I can affect how our society works, Kalib. I’m just one girl. What I want barely matters.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

I scoff. “Of course I’m not!” The words come out a bit too loudly, and Kalib pulls me further from the house. “But I can only sort of control my destiny . . . that has to be something.”

The moonlight spills across Kalib’s face, and he bites his lip. “Tenly, I’ve always respected you for your drive. You know this. I didn’t have that in the same way you did. In fact, I’d almost given up, but being out here has changed me. I can’t tolerate all the lies, all the cover-ups. Do you know that most Scarlets have no clue what even goes on in the Tenements? They go on with their merry lives thinking that we’re different but treated well . . . not that our people die without a second thought or that we starve for the privilege to work the long hours needed to provide them with luxe goods they don’t even need. All because we lost a war a hundred years ago.”

My mind whirls with what I saw in the city. “Not too long ago I was in Carmine and saw a bunch of Scarlets protesting for Cobalts. We all had to leave because the sentries came and arrested them.”

“I’ll bet that’s not all they did.”

I narrow my brow. “You know about this?”

He clicks his tongue. “Of course I know about this. The whispers are getting louder, and President Nelson won’t be able to cover it up much longer. Tensions are heating up over the CPW. Mr. Robinson, my employer, heads up the entire program.”

“Why? What’s wrong with the CPW?”

“Some Scarlets are attempting to reveal it for what it is . . .”

“And what is it?”

He tips his head as if I should already know the answer. And I do. I’m fully aware of why Mrs. Pierce even brought me on the trip to the city; Jax confirmed it. The CPW program’s existence has become a way to make all Scarlets continue thinking that they’re doing the right thing. They can hold a few of us up as the lucky ones who worked our way out of the Tenement. The rest are simply too lazy or are fine with the life they lead there.

“But if even Scarlets can’t protest without being beaten down, how are Cobalts ever supposed to do anything?”

Kalib crosses his arms and turns his back on me. “So you’re okay that the things that happened to my pop and my sister just keep on happening, and no one out here cares?”

“You know I’m not fine with those things . . . I love your family. Why would you even say that?”

“I don’t know.” He spins on his heel back to me. “I just came to tell you that if for some reason I don’t come back here or am not able to get you a message, that you can contact Mr. Robinson.”

I narrow my brows. “Why are you telling me this?”

“Because things might happen. Things are happening.”

“Things? What kind of things?” I ask.

Kalib’s nostrils flare slightly. “I’m not sure that you really want me to answer that for you.”

Honestly, I have a lot of questions that Kalib might not want to answer. “You might be right, but there is something I need to know.”

“What?”

“Why are you even here?”

He shakes his head. “I already told you why I was here, Tenly.”

“No, not at the Pierce house . . . in Carmine at all. Why are you in the CPW? And don’t give me that excuse that you just changed your mind. Only ten people even made it in this year. I know you’re smart, and if that was the primary determinant, I’d accept it. But you and I both know that they’re supposed to heavily weigh our past behaviors. You stood out too much . . . too many fights . . .”

“For you if you remember correctly.”

My heart drops to the ground. Of course I remember. Most of the fights Kalib had ever been in were about me . . . with kids at school who didn’t seem to like how smart I was or that I was always striving for the CPW program.

Too-good Tenly.

Scarlet lover. Not that I was . . . but saying anything negative about Scarlets out loud? Too dangerous.

Those were just a few of the names I got called. Most of them were worse—vulgar, and I won’t repeat them. But did I do anything about it? No, I just kept my head down like always. But not Kalib. He never could do that.

Kalib’s head is always out in the danger. Apparently it still is, even here in Carmine where it’s even more unsafe.

“And you know I’ve been grateful for that, but I never asked you to defend me,” I say.

Even under the moonlight I can see the hurt in Kalib’s eyes. “I couldn’t let them think that about you, Tenly.”

“Why not?” The question comes out as more of an accusation, and I don’t know why. I am truly thankful for him, but why he didn’t move on is a complete mystery.

“Don’t you remember all the nights on your balcony?”

I glance away. “Of course I do.”

“We sat there staring up at the electrodome. You had out your books of the stars, and we tried to guess where they were even though we couldn’t really see them. There were times you let me in, Tenly. Being closed off was not the person you were in your heart . . . it was the person you had to be to survive. But I see you . . . then and now.” As he speaks, he draws closer and closer to me, and by the time he’s done, he can’t be more than six inches away.

My breath hitches and I can nearly feel the warmth of his body, whether real or imagined. And suddenly it seems as if my soul is laid bare, splayed out for all to see, even if the only person here is Kalib and he’s probably already witnessed it before.

“You’re avoiding my question about the exam,” I say to change the subject.

Kalib releases a long sigh. “I can’t tell you how I got here. Doing so would put you in danger.”

“And you being here in the middle of the night doesn’t?”

This time Kalib doesn’t answer me.

“I have to get back inside,” I finally say after too long of a silence.

As I keep my gaze down, I notice Kalib’s clenched fists.

“Was I wrong about you?” he asks.

“Wrong about what?”

“That there is a passion inside you just fighting to get out.”

I gulp down my heart, which has risen into my throat. “You’re not wrong.”

Kalib nods. “I hope you don’t let it die then.”

His words sting at my chest, but there’s nothing more I can say about it right now. I glance around at the back of the house. “You are taking a real risk for both of us by being here.”

“Fine, I’ll go.”

I pull the letter from my pocket and hand it to him. “For my parents, if you can get it to them.”

Kalib nods. “Mr. Robinson will make sure it goes through the channels.”

The second he tucks it away, a light flips on inside the house and I gasp. Kalib and I hurry into a deeper shadow just as the back door swings open and Jax steps outside.

My mind swirls with what to do. I twist back to Kalib, who’s crouched behind me. “I’ll cover you,” I whisper, and before he can stop me, I step out into the light. “How was the gala?”

“Oh, it’s you,” Jax says. “I thought I saw someone.”

I release a big sigh while my heart clobbers my ribcage. “I couldn’t sleep and came down to get some fresh air.”

He eyes me for a moment before he speaks. “Same here.”

Quickly I glance to the side and see Kalib is gone. “Was the gala that good?” I laugh, but unfortunately it sounds fake. Will he notice?

“Um . . . no. But Eleanor did present well, thanks to you. Mother seemed pleased.” Jax scans out over the yard where Kalib and I had just been, and my heart picks up.

Does he think someone else was out here and is just not saying?

He brings his attention back to me and smiles. “We should both turn in. As always, tomorrow will be a busy day.”
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Up in my room I’m scarfing down a morning plate of bland eggs and a dry piece of toast when Ellie bursts into my room, still dressed in her pajamas. Her eyes are wide and terrified.

Immediately I abandon the food as my stomach seems to drop to the floor.

“S . . . s . . . sentries are here,” she manages.

“What?” I stand from my desk chair, hurry toward her, and kneel down.

My mind races. Why would sentries come to the house? Was it Kalib’s visit last night? Then my thoughts move to something bigger. Is it Dr. Pierce? What if the research he was doing on the birds was illegal? There are a lot more infected specimen slides in his lab than the news is reporting. What if he even had something to do with them and is trying to hide the evidence?

I shake aside all the thoughts since I could be completely overreacting again. “Did you see them?”

Ellie nods. “I woke up this morning, and before getting dressed, I snuck downstairs for a pastry. But then out the window I saw the guards and ran back up here to tell you.”

I take Ellie by the hand and lead her out into the hall to the window facing the front of the house. I gasp as I see three sentry vehicles parked in front and at least one airborne circling above. Nine sentries, all with weapons in hand, work their way around on the front lawn.

What’s going on? My hands go sweaty and heat travels up my neck and cheeks.

Ellie sniffles beside me with fear, and I reach down and take her up in my arms to carry her. She’s small for her six years, but still, toting her around is not an easy task. The child wraps her arms around my neck like she’s never going to let go and sobs into my hair. Not that she has mentioned the incident for weeks, but she’s obviously traumatized from the demonstration in the city and probably thinks the same thing is going to happen here.

“Okay . . . we need to get you back to your room. I’ll go downstairs and try to find out what’s going on. Isaiah will know.”

“Please don’t leave me!” she weeps.

I carry her back to her room and pry her fingers off my neck. “Ellie. I can’t just sit up here and be scared.” I hand her one of her dolls. “Hold dolly for a few minutes, and I promise I’ll be back.”

She nods but lets out a whimper.

I race down the back stairs and hurry to Isaiah’s office. He’s inside but fiddling with something in the open drawer of his desk, completely absorbed in his own world.

“Do you know what’s going on?” I ask, trying to keep my voice steady.

He looks up and stops what he’s doing. “Miss Hawkins. I was just on my way up to get you.” The tone of Isaiah’s voice is strained.

Something bad is definitely going on.

“You need to give me your Flexx.” He holds out his hand.

My body tenses as I peer down as his open palm. Dr. Pierce did say that Isaiah knew what I was doing with Ellie. But still.

“Why?”

Isaiah’s jaw tightens. “Please hand me the device.”

Still not positive if it’s the right thing to do or why Isaiah is asking for it, I quickly pull the Flexx from my pocket and hand it to him. What choice do I have? And if something is wrong he needs to protect his boss.

He promptly stores it in his desk and turns his attention back to me. “You need to listen and stay calm.”

Just hearing those words does the exact opposite for me. Questions fly through my brain and palms dampen. “What’s going on?”

“A few minutes from now, I’m to go and gather you without incident.”

“Me? Why?”

“You are acquainted with that Cobalt courier who has been to the house, correct?”

All my other thoughts fall away. This is not about Dr. Pierce or me being inside the lab . . . this is about . . .

“Kalib?”

Isaiah nods and manages to keep his voice steady. “Yes . . . something has occurred, and I am not aware of the full details. But I do know that in addition to searching the premises, they are . . . requesting that you be brought in for questioning.”

My mouth instantly goes dry, and instinct screams at my legs to run. Questioning? And they have so many sentries here.

“Do they think I did something?”

He comes out from behind his desk. “I can’t answer that, Miss Hawkins. All I can tell you is that you need to come with me now and stay calm.” Maybe sensing my urge to bolt, he reaches out and takes my upper arm.

I stiffen against him but don’t pull away. Compliance is what I’ve trained myself to do my entire life.

Before I can ask anything else, he pilots me out of his office. “Same rules as I laid out when you arrived. Don’t look them in the eye, nod, and do not speak unless you are spoken to.” A line of sweat drips down the side of his face as we climb the main stairs, and he takes me out into the foyer.

“I’ve told you my husband is not here this morning, Commander Treviño. But you may try to contact him at his lab.” Mrs. Pierce’s tense voice wafts to us. “I just want this over with as soon as possible.”

As I turn the corner, I see that there are three sentries near Madam. Two of them appear to be a regular ranking, while the older one speaking to Mrs. Pierce has some extra insignia on his sleeve. The commander is of medium height but more than makes up for his lack of stature with broad shoulders and chest muscles stretching at his shirt. It’s not long before all their eyes are on Isaiah and me. Mostly on me.

My heart picks up to a faster pace than I’ve ever experienced and my knees go weak, but Isaiah keeps his hold and I remain standing. Quickly I avert my eyes and tip my chin down to my chest.

“As you requested,” Isaiah says to Mrs. Pierce.

“Yes, Isaiah.” Her voice is flustered, unsteady. She wants these people gone from her house too. “Thank you. Did you have any issues?”

“No,” he answers. “And Miss Hawkins is quite willing to give any help necessary to the investigation.”

Quickly, I glance at the others and see that one of the sentries is heading toward me.

“Good,” Commander Treviño says with a sneer. “Then this Bluey should cause us few issues.”

A shiver runs down my spine at the insult. Isaiah is forced to back away as the guard grabs my arm, twists me, and cuffs me behind my back. I whimper.

“Is that really necessary?” Jax’s voice comes from behind me. “Did my father give his permission for you to enter our property?”

“Any time we are dealing with potential Cobalt criminals, we must take safety measures to protect our Scarlet citizens, sir,” Commander Treviño says in a gruff voice.

“Has she been formally charged?” Jax presses. “And you did not answer my question.”

Is he trying to protect me somehow?

The sentry pulls my restraints tighter and I grit my teeth.

“Miss Hawkins is under suspicion,” Commander Treviño says. “And that is plenty for us to take her in.”

Mrs. Pierce steps to her son and narrows her brow at him. She wants these people from her home, maybe even more than she wants me gone. But if there is a way to accomplish both, I’m sure she doesn’t want anyone getting in the way.

Jax stares hard at her for a brief moment and presses his lips together, waving his hand dismissively at the commander. “Fine. Do what you need to.”

My heart sinks. Even though I knew there probably wasn’t anything he could do, reality sets in as the sentry pushes me out the door.

“What are they doing?” Behind me Ellie screams, and the instant I hear her small voice, tears flood from my eyes.

“Stop it, Eleanor!” Mrs. Pierce says as her daughter wails.

On instinct I twist as hard as I can back to her and shout, “It’s going to be fine, Ellie!”

The last thing I hear is Ellie screaming my name and then an elbow jabs to my face.

Pain throbs in my temple, and everything goes black.

* * *

I blink my eyes open to the back of a vehicle, my head pounding. I try to raise my hands, but they’re still secured behind my back.

“Sit up,” a male voice orders, and I twist my neck to see that one of the sentries from the house is seated across from me, gun pointed my way.

Is all this really necessary? I want to say the words out loud but know I can’t without risking getting hit again. I don’t know why I got hit in the first place—I was just trying to do my job, not resist arrest.

“Sit. Up,” he orders me again. “We’re almost there.”

I strain my body and push up against the seat. My head swims just as the van with no windows in the back comes to a stop. Almost immediately the side door flies open, and my guard is pushing me out, his weapon tucked into my side.

Several other sentries are outside, but I keep my head down as we enter a well-lit building full of bustling people. Some are sentries; others wear similar uniforms but might be civilian workers. With my head spinning and the world blurring in and out, I’m not even sure.

Finally we end up at a door, and my escort scans his palm to open it. The door slides back and he all but tosses me into a room where only a table and two chairs wait. Even if I wanted to, I don’t have time to ask any questions before he’s gone, the door sliding shut behind him.

My head continues to pound as I shuffle to one of the seats and lower myself into it. I blow out an exasperated breath and shake several curls off my face that have come loose from my bun.

Seconds later Commander Treviño enters the room, holding a Flexx. He’s not armed from what I can tell, but his fists and arm muscles could easily serve as weapons if need be.

My teeth chatter as shivers wrack my body.

“Name,” Treviño asks without emotion.

“Um . . . Tenly Hawkins.” I barely get the words out. He should know this already.

He taps on his device and my restraints break free. “Place your hands on the table where I can see them.”

Relieved, I pull my hands from behind my back and do as he says. The commander then holds out his device and hovers it over my DNA tattoo. The Flexx beeps, and immediately he pulls it away to study the screen.

All I want to do right now is shrivel away. My parents would be terrified if they knew what was going on right now. To ease my shaking body, I envision Mama’s arms wrapped around me and Papa’s warm laugh. It almost takes away my pain . . . almost.

“Miss Hawkins,” Treviño’s gruff voice throws me back from my thoughts.

“Yes, sir,” I say.

“Do you know why you are here today?”

“No sir.” Although by now I know it must have something to do with Kalib coming to the house. Maybe he wasn’t allowed to be there at all. Why didn’t I just go with my gut and tell him not to come back?

The commander studies the screen of his Flexx, then turns the device toward me. “Do you know this person?”

On the screen is a recent image of Kalib. My heart jumps at the sight of it, even though the image is no surprise to me.

“Yes,” I admit and do my best to keep my words steady. “That’s Kalib Fisher. He . . . he was my upstairs neighbor in the Tenement, and he’s also a part of the Cobalt Premier Workforce.”

“Was,” he corrects.

I narrow my brows in question but don’t speak.

“Mr. Fisher was a part of the Cobalt Premier Workforce.”

My eyes widen and my breath picks up. “What does that mean? Is he dead?” I blurt out the words before I can stop them.

Treviño chuckles. “No, you stupid girl. But it’s very likely he will be soon.”

I gasp. “Why?”

He stares down at his screen instead of looking at me. “Because it has recently come to our attention that he’s been involved with some suspicious behavior, and we know that he’s been to the Pierce home more than once. Can you confirm this?”

Multiple people saw Kalib two of the three times he was there, so it’s not something I can deny. “He works as a courier for the CPW, so he delivered my first letter from my parents. He also picked up my return letter another time.” The second admission is slightly stretching the truth since he didn’t take my letter until last night.

Treviño eyes me. “And he was there on no other business?”

I try to clear my thoughts despite the intense headache still raging from being hit. “He gave me news of his sister back in the Tenement.”

He narrows his eyelids and glances at the Flexx screen again. “Mr. Fisher is not the typical person to pass the CPW exam. They are quite rigorous and have many requirements. Since you know Mr. Fisher so well, did you expect that he would pass?”

My heart jumps. I know all too well what Treviño is talking about. They think Kalib cheated too. “Kalib never even wanted to take the exam,” I admit. “But he told me that he decided to try it at the last minute, because that is permitted.”

“Why would he do that?”

“I don’t know. He didn’t tell me.” It’s a lie again. He did it because I brought it up, but I can’t say that for so many reasons.

“Do you believe that your friend cheated?”

“Cheated?” I fold my arms over my chest. “I don’t even remember taking the test . . . all I know is when I woke up it was hours later, and the test administer was informing those left that we had made it into the CPW. How could anyone cheat? Cobalts know nothing of advanced Scarlet technologies.”

The commander glances up at me again. “This is exactly what we’re trying to discover.”

“I . . . I’m not sure how I can help you when my memories are gone. I would if I could.” My gut churns at my last sentence.

Treviño chuckles and places his device down on the table. “I’m so glad that you want to help, because it is our belief that your friend has somehow gotten himself involved with a terrorist organization called the Scarlet–Cobalt Alliance that is looking to destroy our way of life.”

“What?”

“Has he mentioned anything that could fit into our little theory?” Treviño keeps his voice soft and somehow threatening at the same time.

“No . . . as I said. He just delivered the letter and told me the news from back home.” I dig my hands into my sides. How can this be? What is Kalib involved with? He tried to tell me last night and I didn’t want to listen.

The commander leans back into his chair and bites at his top lip before he speaks. “The Pierces have such a good reputation. I’d really hate them being dragged into something needlessly. They do have that little girl . . . you just never know what might happen.”

My stomach flips over and vomit threatens to make its way up. Could I be risking Ellie by not telling my suspicions about Kalib? But that’s all they are . . . I really have no idea if they’re true. He’s my best friend.

“I’d also hate to see you lose the position you worked so hard for . . . or worse,” he hisses.

“Kalib didn’t tell me anything,” are the words that make it out as my entire body quivers.

Treviño stands and glares at me for a second until his expression goes flat. “Obviously you need more time. I’ll be back tomorrow when you’re going to want something to eat and drink. Maybe then you’ll remember more.”

“What? No! I don’t know anything!”

But my pleas fall on deaf ears as he turns. The door opens and he walks outside into the corridor. The second he leaves, the lights snap off and I’m left sobbing in the dark.
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In the darkness, tears sting at my eyes, but they don’t fall. My entire body is a dry well that will never come to life again.

How can this be happening when everything was going as it should?

Everything positive for me about being at the Pierces’ house couldn’t last. Ellie progressing so nicely, Jax’s and my . . . friendship, the science opportunities . . . Life for a Cobalt is never that good. It’s just not real.

I lean against the back of the chair while blinking against the dark.

This is reality.

The nightmare of what I’ve always feared by letting Kalib in too much has finally come true. He never should have taken the exam . . . he never should have come to Carmine . . . for both my sake and his own. He would have been able to make a life back at the Tenement. It would have been difficult, but he would have found moments of happiness. Just like he always did.

At this point I have no idea what is going to happen to me. Even if I wanted to tell the commander something, what would it be? I don’t know anything about how Kalib passed the test. The whole thing was odd, but it doesn’t mean he did anything wrong. And I know absolutely nothing about a Scarlet–Cobalt Alliance.

If I just throw out guesses, I’d be personally sentencing Kalib to prison or maybe even worse. My middle twists at the thought. He’s my best friend, and even if he made mistakes, he doesn’t deserve that kind of punishment.

Then, if I do confess knowing something, will they even let me go back to my job at the Pierces’? After this morning will the Pierces even want me? I’m sure that Madam is mortified . . . not to mention furious that I’ve embarrassed her household by being dragged into custody.

A shudder runs down my spine as I remember Isaiah’s words that other CPWs who didn’t work out didn’t go back to the Tenement. Just where did they go? Before I was in the program, I guess I was naïve. No one ever came back, and I guess I simply assumed that there were never any problems. But of course there were problems. Scarlets hate Cobalts . . . even ones in the CPW. I drag my feet up onto the chair and wrap my arms around my knees to protect myself from the emotions welling in my middle.

Everything. My whole life is ruined. There is no winning with either choice.

My breath comes in short pants as muffled sounds approach from outside the room.

Are they coming for me again? I gulp down my heart, which has risen into my throat.

Suddenly the lights flip on and I suck in a breath. More voices sound, seemingly arguing by the volume and angry tone, and tapping comes from the door. Instinctively I twist my head around searching for a means of escape, but there is none.

The door slides back and I jump to my feet . . . ready to run nowhere.

My eyes widen at the first person who flies into the room. Dr. Pierce, his eyes burning with rage. He makes a beeline for me and grasps my arm.

I yelp. He’s furious with me!

“Sir . . . Dr. Pierce.” Treviño rounds into the room. “You can’t be in here.”

Dr. Pierce continues to clutch my arm as my entire body shakes. “You came into my home without a warrant, searched the premises and removed one of my staff without my permission!” he roars.

“Sir,” Commander Treviño implores, and two armed sentries appear at the door.

“Don’t you sir me,” Dr. Pierce seethes. “There was no respect given when you barged into my home, scaring my family and staff. My six-year-old has been terrified since the second you assaulted Miss Hawkins, her governess, and dragged her from our residence.”

My thoughts explode. Dr. Pierce is here to protect me. Why would he do this?

“Dr. Pierce,” Treviño says and waves back the sentries. “We understand that you are a respected member of the community—”

“I am not only a respected member of Carmine . . . I am the head virologist for President Nelson’s scientific team. The president himself trusts me with top secret information, yet you seem to believe that I do not have control of my household! In fact, I was pulled from a meeting with him when my wife contacted me with the news of what had happened.”

My eyes widen at the information he’s blurting out. I knew Dr. Pierce was important . . . but not this important.

Treviño gazes away from Dr. Pierce. “We were simply moving on intel concerning terrorist organizations.”

“And you are accusing me of allowing terrorist activity in my home?” His grip on my arm tightens, but I don’t pull away.

“Miss Hawkins is a Cobalt! She has no rights.”

“No, but I do,” Dr. Pierce growls. “And she is a Cobalt who has proven herself to be trustworthy in both the Tenement as well as her position as a governess in my home. My daughter, whom Miss Hawkins looks after, is shining in her Red Ladies curriculum, and I personally have given her additional responsibilities at which she has excelled. Miss Hawkins has proven herself over and over, and I will not have you disparaging my household when we are upholding our civic duty to support the Cobalt Premier Workforce program. You did not even legally have the right to enter my home without my expressed permission! There was no warrant.”

The commander opens his mouth to speak, but Dr. Pierce cuts him off again. “If you need Miss Hawkins’ cooperation with any sort of investigation, I will be happy to have her do so . . . but not like this. I will be taking my governess at this time, and if you attempt to stop me, you will be hearing from my attorney.”

This threat obviously means something important to Treviño because he throws his hands up into the air in defeat. “Fine, fine. But there is required paperwork before she can be allowed to leave.”

Dr. Pierce narrows his eyelids. “Then prepare it immediately.”

The commander turns and storms from the room, leaving the door open. “Move!” he yells at what must be the sentries further back in the hall.

As soon as he’s gone, Dr. Pierce releases me and turns my way. He gives me a once-over and stops his gaze at the side of my face where the sentry hit me with his elbow back at the house. He raises his hand and touches the tips of his fingers to it. I wince. “Are you all right?”

I touch the bruised spot, which hadn’t hurt quite so much until just now.

“I got knocked out.”

Dr. Pierce purses his lips. “Oh, believe me . . . I heard all about it. When we get home, I’ll make sure you get treatment. I’m sure you have a concussion.”

Having Dr. Pierce here and caring anything about my condition is not as good as having my parents, but it’s something. His demeanor tells me that his concern goes at least somewhat beyond appearances and making sure that his daughter isn’t traumatized permanently.

A sentry appears in the doorway and clears his throat. “They are ready for you to check out, Dr. Pierce.”

He turns and glares at the guard. “This had better be fast.”

The sentry nods. “It can be.” He eyes me as if something I can do will speed up the process.

Dr. Pierce gestures me from the room, and I follow the sentry. He leads us into a large open area where Commander Treviño stands next to a desk, holding a larger handheld device. He presents it to Dr. Pierce, who reaches out and takes it. “What is this?”

“The formalities that I told you about,” Treviño says.

Dr. Pierce studies the screen and puffs out a large breath in frustration. “This is not what I intended when I came in here.”

Commander Treviño raises a brow. “A signature will ensure that there will be no further need to bother your family with this investigation.” He eyes me, and I want to sink into the ground. “Plus, if your governess is truly loyal, she will not have a problem signing it . . . to ensure her own future as well as the integrity of your family’s position.” He smiles, revealing a set of perfect white teeth.

Dr. Pierce turns to me and holds out the device. I take it and read the words.

I, Tenly Hawkins, swear loyalty to the Scarlet government and President Nelson. I am opposed to anything which could inflict harm on any Scarlet citizens or the foundation of Scarlet society, including acts of terrorism.

My body freezes, knowing what the next lines are going to say. They want me to denounce Kalib and to say I know that he must be involved with something dangerous. But I don’t know any of this. From our meeting last night he is involved with something . . . but I have no clue what it is. By saying I do . . . my stomach sickens, and bile rises into my throat.

I return my attention to the screen . . . Kalib Fisher . . . domestic terrorism . . . punishable by death. The room starts to spin, and I catch my hand on the corner of the desk to steady myself.

“Miss Hawkins,” the commander says. “Dr. Pierce is ready to take you out of here, and you’ll hopefully never have to see us again. You can go along with high marks in the CPW program, and the Pierces will be issued a public apology for our mistake this morning.”

The weight of what he’s telling me presses on my chest and I waver my attention to Dr. Pierce, who releases a low growl in his throat, saying nothing. He and I both know if I don’t sign it, I instantly look guilty and so do the Pierces.

I have no choice. Treviño used this situation to set me up.

It was probably the entire plan from the start if Dr. Pierce didn’t simply cast me off.

Holding back the vomit, I place my finger to the screen and sign my full name to the line. As soon as I’m done, Treviño snatches the device from my hand, taps the screen and hovers it over the back of my hand. When it finishes scanning my tattoo, the device beeps.

Someone grabs my arm, and in my confusion I have no idea who it is until I swing around and see it’s Dr. Pierce.

“You’ll be hearing from me again,” Dr. Pierce snarls to the man.

He chuckles lightly. “You and I both know that this is the best scenario for both of us. The entire debacle will be swept under the rug and your family can come out on top. Defending Scarlets . . . that’s all we want, right, Dr. Pierce? Even better, you have a Cobalt Premier Worker who has gone above and beyond. She has proved her loyalty right here. Everything can go back to normal.”

Normal? What is that? Me knowing for the rest of my life that I killed my best friend to save myself?

We are in too public a spot for anything to be said otherwise. But when it comes down to it, the commander is right. Dr. Pierce has an obligation to defend the Scarlet way of life, and truly, how does it benefit him to do anything else? It doesn’t. Even if for some reason he wanted to.

Without a word Dr. Pierce waves me toward him and I force my legs to move, but I barely remember the way out of the building. When we finally emerge, I squint at the biting sun and, no longer able to control myself, retch onto the sidewalk. Horrified, I stare at what I just did, but Dr. Pierce grabs my arm and pulls me from it.

He curses the people inside while he taps on his device. “Just leave it for them to clean up.”

Before I can say anything a small, gray auto-loaner vehicle pulls up next to the sidewalk.

Dr. Pierce ushers me around to the passenger side and loads me in. “Try not to vomit inside since I’ll be charged for the damage.”

I nod and the door closes. Dr. Pierce makes his way around to the driver’s side, gets in, and immediately programs our destination into the driver’s console. When he’s done, the car moves forward and we pull away from the sentry station.

Slowly I pull my safety belt across my lap and shift my entire body toward the window so Dr. Pierce can’t see my face. I pull my legs up and wrap my arms across my torso.

Violated. Numb. Every ounce of me can’t escape it.

I don’t think it could be worse than if that sentry in the Tenement had actually had his way with me in the back alley.

Dr. Pierce says something to me, but I close my eyes and completely block any sensation from the outside.

This can’t be the life I allow myself to lead. I can no longer permit others to take advantage of my propensity for compliance. Mayor Lark was right. My expectations for this place were too high. I’m grateful for Dr. Pierce’s attempted rescue, but Carmine will never be my home.

My home is back in the Tenement . . . with Cobalts whom I love and who love me back. Mama, Papa . . . Kalib.

But they don’t belong in the Tenement either . . . no one does.
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I don’t wait even a second to exit the car after Dr. Pierce parks it in front of the house. By this point my mind is nearly soup, and instead of walking around to the staff entrance, I head straight for the front door.

The lawn is peaceful again, and by its current state no one would even know that the place was filled with sentry vehicles and troops this morning.

All for me . . . a seventeen-year-old girl who barely even knows how to fight back.

I half expect someone to be out here to greet us, maybe Jax . . . or Isaiah, as Dr. Pierce did contact him on the way to let him know we were coming. I was at least coherent enough to hear part of the conversation.

Before I reach the door, it flies open to reveal a frazzled-looking Mrs. Pierce, her skin pale and expression tense.

For less than a second, she glares at me in such a way that if she had fire in her eyes, she’d probably use it to destroy me, but then she turns her attention on her husband. “Gavin!” The woman marches past me, a fury of red silk, and I twist to watch her display.

Behind him the loaner car drives away on its own and out the open iron gates. Dr. Pierce’s shoulders are hunched, likely under the weight of what happened at the station and everything prior to that. But upon seeing his wife, he instantly straightens and puffs out his chest. “Inside the house,” he says before she can get another word out.

As if he’s referring to me, I scurry inside and jog down the foyer toward the stairs. No staff is to be seen. Since I know it would be hard to stay distant, all I can guess is that Mrs. Pierce sent everyone away for the afternoon or at least relegated them downstairs. Too many prying eyes for her taste.

Not that I blame her. I’m glad they’re not around either.

Just as I reach the stairs, the door slams and I flip around to the Pierces.

“What are you thinking bringing that filthy Cobalt back into this house, Gavin?” she screams, maybe not even realizing that I’m still here. Likely she doesn’t care.

The words sear my heart and I want to hear none of what’s about to be said, but for some reason I can’t tear myself away. I slam my back up against the nearest wall, slightly blocked from view by a column, and slump down to the floor.

Dr. Pierce doesn’t back down. Instead he advances, head held high. “Mariell, you know very well why I did what needed to be done.”

She takes a step back on her very high heels but still meets his eyes, her expression cold.

“There are people out there trying to destroy us. Our status is always fragile, and one wrong move . . . one too many rumors that are believed will cause everything”—he throws his arms into the air, palms out—“everything to come crumbling down around us. And what was I supposed to do? Let it be assumed that we had a traitor to the Scarlet government living in our home? I had no choice in this matter, and you know it.”

“Well? Is she a traitor?” Her tone is hard, accusing.

“No. But someone is. Someone is watching our home and reporting on what they’re seeing here.”

My belly roils again, and I wrap my arms around my middle and squeeze to keep any scant contents left in my stomach from coming up again. Who is watching us . . . .me?

“There are always watchful eyes, Gavin. Her just being here is putting us at risk,” Mrs. Pierce seethes. “This was never something that we should have agreed to, and the problems are not going to stop today.”

Dr. Pierce lets out an exasperated breath. “You saw with your own eyes what is happening in the city . . . the protests against President Nelson’ handling of the Tenements are only getting worse. So far, the powers that be have mostly been able to keep it from the news, but troubles are escalating, and deflection is not going to work for much longer. As part of his team it is my personal responsibility to ensure that the people continue to support him. And solidarity on the CPW program is one way to do this. It’s my duty to stave off anything that could put the administration or our way of life at risk.”

Mrs. Pierce scoffs. “Our home will never be safe as long as she is here.”

“Until the Tenements have been put out of people’s minds once again, we are not safe.”

Tears burn at my eyes listening to him speak. I’ve put too much trust in Dr. Pierce, gotten too comfortable around him. Even though she probably didn’t mean to, Ellie once referred to me as like a possession . . . and I’m little more than that to Dr. Pierce. I’m a means to an end. He may not hate me, maybe even likes me to some extent . . . but seeing me or any other Cobalts as real people? That’s a stretch.

He reaches out and places his hands on her shoulders. “I must put my foot down. Miss Hawkins stays.”

Mrs. Pierce’s tense body relaxes slightly, and she steps toward her husband and places her head on his chest. Dr. Pierce embraces his wife and runs his hands over her back.

It’s the first time since I’ve arrived that I’ve seen them together in any sort of display of affection.

“I was so frightened,” Mrs. Pierce says. “So was Eleanor.”

Dr. Pierce draws back from her slightly. “Where is she now?”

“Upstairs. I had the doctor give her something so she could sleep.”

My mind races concerning Ellie. I peel myself from the wall, stand as quietly as I can, and head up the stairs to my room.

Immediately I make my way into Ellie’s room from mine. The shades and curtains are drawn, making the room almost dark, but I can still make out the form of someone in bed. Thankfully, Mrs. Pierce was telling the truth. Ellie is tucked in and fast asleep with her dolly clasped in her arms. I walk to the edge of the bed and reach down to stroke her hair.

When I do, she babbles something unintelligible and rolls over.

Talking to her about this morning is something I’ll have to deal with, but not right now. I shuffle back into my room and quietly close the internal door, leaving her to sleep. As I do, I hear her main door open and footsteps tap against the floor. Likely her father checking on her.

He seems to have forgotten about caring for my injuries, but at least he still cares for his daughter’s health.

I creep into my bathroom and turn on the shower. Likely I could get in trouble for taking a shower at this time, but at this point I don’t even care. I need the water to wash the day away . . . if only for a few minutes.

Moments later the water is warm, and I’ve stripped off all my clothes. I step in and immediately sit on the floor. The water streams over my back and soaks my hair as I clutch at myself, and finally I’m able to let tears flow where no one can see them.

What am I going to do? If I do nothing, Kalib probably dies. Why would Scarlets spend taxpayer Coinage on housing a Cobalt in prison?

Helpless, I let out a sob and stand. I turn off the water, exit the shower, and towel off as I return to my room. No sooner do I sit on my bed than there is a knock at my door. I swing my head toward the sound and my heart races. I don’t want to talk to anyone right now. My Flexx slides under my door.

“No need to come out immediately, but a late lunch is out in the hall for you when you want it.” Isaiah’s voice comes from the other side. “And Dr. Pierce has instructed you to take the rest of the day off to recover.”

I blow out a relieved breath. “Thank you.”

The gentle taps of Isaiah’s footsteps recede in the hall. When I can no longer hear him, I rise, get dressed in fresh clothes, and open the door.

On a tray has to be one of the nicest meals I’ve had since I arrived, other than the picnic in the garden: a grilled cheese sandwich and a bowl of tomato soup. On the side is a large cookie laced with huge chunks of chocolate and a glass of fresh, cold milk.

The sight of it nearly makes me burst into tears again. Isaiah must have prepared it himself, or at least specifically requested it, because there is no way the kitchen staff would have provided such a meal if they knew it was only for me.

I grab the tray of food, retrieve my Flexx from the floor, and sit at my desk.

Despite not being hungry I force myself to spoon up a bite of the still-warm soup. The tangy, sweet flavor explodes in my mouth and warms my insides on the way down.

Why Isaiah is so kind to me I still don’t understand. In many ways he goes above and beyond. But today I won’t question it too much and simply enjoy what he provided.

The meal clears my head slightly, and when I’m done, I tap at my Flexx. As I so often do, I enter the code and let the device read my fingerprint.

Up pops the icon for the science curriculum as well as the one I’d forgotten about . . . access to online information.

Today I click it, and up pops a search bar. I pause and think for a moment about what to search, and then it dawns on me.

Robinson, head of the Cobalt Premier Workforce program. Kalib told me to contact his employer if something happened to him.

But then I stop. If Kalib was taken, they would likely be under scrutiny, too . . . just like the Pierces. Commander Treviño had railroaded me into signing the forms to defer guilt from the Pierces . . . with the CPW being so important, he might do the same to the Robinsons too.

I hover my finger over the search box for a moment. My choices are few . . . I either trust Kalib this once and do what he asked me . . . or I do nothing.

Before I can stop myself, I type his information into the box. The first result is an image of a dark-skinned man with salt and pepper hair, smiling into the camera. Cornell Robinson.

Underneath that is a biography, but none of that matters, so I skip over it for now. A few results down is an article about him living in the Grand Oak Estates and a virtual tour of his home. Apparently last year a gala was held there. As I click through the article, multiple photos come up from the event, showing happy, rich Scarlets dressed in fancy clothing, even fancier than normal.

Mr. Robinson is among them, showing off a luxe house that I’m pretty sure is even bigger than the Pierces’.

This is the man that Kalib said I’m supposed to contact? He looks just as entrenched in enjoying his place in Scarlet society as any others . . . not someone who wants to help me get my friend out of custody.

And even if he is willing to help, what if he’s dealing with the same issues as the Pierces . . . is there anything he can even do?

I shake my head and push aside all the questions. For once in my life I just need to listen to Kalib. It’s a huge risk, more than eating a piece of stolen chocolate ever could be. But if I don’t do this, I won’t be able to live with myself.

I scroll down further, and there in black and white is the address of Mr. Robinson’s home. I copy and paste it into the search bar and compare it to my current location.

Only 2.4 miles.

And after dark . . . I’m going to find it.
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The rain started at 11 p.m. and still floods from the sky.

Why did the first rain I’ve experienced outside the Tenement have to be tonight?

But I don’t let it stop me. I sneak from the house just before midnight and find myself wriggling under that old wooden, vine-covered door in the back wall of the garden. It does lead out to green space between the Pierces and the nearest neighbor.

Muddied, I trudge down the soaked streets as negative thoughts invade my mind and try to make me turn back. The reality is that I have no idea what my going to Mr. Robinson is going to accomplish. He must already know about Kalib’s incarceration, and I’m sure he’ll have heard about my signing a confession earlier today saying that I knew my friend was involved with something illegal.

Finding Mr. Robinson could be completely fruitless and only end up putting me in more danger. But it’s what Kalib told me to do, and I can’t seem to put the thought out of my mind.

I try to keep my Flexx protected from the downpour as the map on the screen guides me down the darkened streets of Grand Oak Estates. With the rain pelting me and pouring down my face, it’s the longest 2.4 miles I’ve ever walked . . . and I did a lot of walking in the Tenement. Not to mention that just by coming I could be sealing my own fate.

What if Kalib was wrong? What if I get caught along the way or trying to return to my room? My pulse roars in my ears as I push myself forward and force the negative thoughts from my mind.

Each house I pass is on a large plot of land, mostly gated like the Pierces’. But it’s not like I can see much of them in the dark and the storm. One benefit of the rain is that no one is on the road. Everyone seems to be tucked safe inside to avoid the dangers of the storm.

I pull my Flexx out again from underneath my drenched jacket, barely protecting the device from the moisture, and the screen indicates that my destination is close . . . only two more houses.

When I arrive, I’m met by two large gates. I grab for the slippery bars and pull, but they don’t budge. Of course they’re locked. Determined to get in, I gaze up at the blockade that must be at least ten feet tall. Also surrounding the grounds is a sturdy brick wall that must be just as high. There could be some sort of workaround like the old wooden door. But I’m never going to find something like that in this storm.

My heart drops as the continued downpour floods over my body. I waver my attention around to see if there is any possible way I can get up higher and scale over them, but there’s nothing. Of course not; they don’t want intruders.

Completely discouraged by my lack of options and stupidity for even thinking that this might work, I sink down into a squat and run my hands through my loose hair. After a moment I gaze up to the side of the gate and spot a comm.

You can trust Mr. Robinson. Kalib’s words round in my mind. But can I trust his entire household, since if I use that comm I have no idea who I’ll be connected with? I force myself to stand and walk to the device, then touch my finger to the screen, hoping to connect to someone.

Identification: Tenly Hawkins. The words flash on the screen.

My eyes widen at my name, but before I can bolt, the gate suddenly creaks open.

I twist my neck from side to side to look around for anyone. No one is there but me, and the gate continues opening.

Just to get off the road, I jog through it. Past the driveway I spot the silhouette of a person exiting the house. My heart picks up even faster, and my resolve wavers between continuing and running back into the street. But they already know I was here. What do I do?

The old me wouldn’t even be here.

But the old me died this morning.

Gulping down my fear, I place one foot in front of the other and continue toward the house. As I get closer, I see that the person is a woman, holding out a dry blanket under the eaves of the covered porch. She wears a serious expression, but not angry. I straighten my back and pick up my pace.

“Tenly?” she asks, and under the light I see that she’s the same woman who escorted Kalib from the CPW headquarters after we arrived in Carmine. She’s older and a tad heavyset, white haired.

“Yes,” I admit as clearly as I can with my heart racing as it is.

“I’m Patricia Green, Mr. Robinson’s head of staff. He thought you might come.” She smiles warmly and holds out the blanket for me to snuggle into.

Confused by Mrs. Green’s words, I still gladly oblige her offer and step into the warmth. The soft fabric envelops me, but instantly my teeth begin to chatter.

“Oh, you poor thing,” Mrs. Green says. She wraps one arm around my shoulders and guides me through the front door.

Inside, the foyer opens up into a large, open meeting space, which I recognize from the gala’s online images. But this time, instead of being filled with wealthy patrons, it’s empty save for Mrs. Green and myself.

“Let’s get you something dry to wear,” she says, “and then I’ll get you to Mr. Robinson.”

I open my mouth to speak, but Mrs. Green quickly cuts me off.

“I know you must have many, many questions. But I am not the person to answer them . . . and there is only so much time.” She ushers me to a downstairs bathroom and from a cabinet produces a cotton shift dress. “Here, put this on, and while you talk with Mr. Robinson, I’ll have your clothes dried in a jiffy.”

I tip my head in confusion . . . How could they have known I was coming and have all this ready for me?

But instead of asking, I close the door and do as she asks, mostly just happy to be out of my wet clothes and trying not to think too much about the risk I’m taking just being here. When I’m done, I head back out and hand her my skirt, jacket, and blouse but keep my Flexx, tucking it into my pocket again. Mrs. Green cheerfully takes them and leads me farther down the hall into a room with a large banquet table surrounded by chairs. A man stands with his back to me, filling his plate from a small buffet of food options.

Mrs. Green clears her throat. “Miss Hawkins has arrived.”

The man turns and smiles . . . Mr. Robinson. “Good.” With his free hand he gestures me to the end of the buffet. “Do you need anything to eat?”

I glance to Mrs. Green, but she only smiles and turns to leave with my still-wet clothes in hand.

“Is this all for me?” I ask. The question seems completely ridiculous.

Mr. Robinson picks up a roll with a pair of tongs and places it on his plate with a slice of meat and a scoop of assorted chopped fruits. “No, but you are welcome to partake. In about a half an hour I’ll be joined by several of my associates, and I always like to provide nourishment if I can . . . no matter the hour.”

I gaze around at the buffet but decide I’m too nervous to eat. “No, thank you.” I wave my hand in the air.

“Then please have a seat.” He gestures to the table.

I furrow my brow and cross my arms over my chest. “Can you please just tell me what’s going on?” But I don’t wait for him to answer before my mouth dumps out the thoughts my brain is churning. “My friend Kalib, who is now in custody for being a terrorist, told me to come here if anything happened to him. I know Kalib, and he is not a terrorist . . . yes, he got into some trouble in the past . . .” Tears burn at my eyes. “Then at my own risk I snuck out of the Pierces’ house and here I am. When I used the comm out front, it read my fingerprint and opened the gate for me? Why?”

Mr. Robinson sighs. “I assure you that we are very aware of Mr. Fisher’s current status. That is one of the primary topics of conversation with my colleagues shortly.”

“So you’re going to do something about it?” I demand.

Mr. Robinson purses his lips together and walks to the table. He sets his plate of food, along with a fork and napkin down. “Please sit, and I’d be glad to try and answer your questions.”

In a huff I walk to the table and pull out a chair. I plop into it. There. I’m sitting.

Mr. Robinson pushes his plate of food slightly away from him. “I can assure you that your friend is not a terrorist. But unfortunately something he did was detected, and now it is putting our goals at risk.”

“Our goals? Whose goals? And what did Kalib do?”

“Kalib was cooperating with us.”

“Again—who is us?”

Mr. Robinson reaches across the table for a plate of butter and proceeds to slather a pat onto his roll. When he’s done, he places the bread back down on his plate. “Those whom I work with.”

I let out an exasperated breath. “I came here because Kalib told me to. As I said earlier, I am risking everything by doing it . . . I don’t want to end up in prison too! But I want to help my friend.”

He eyes me. “I appreciate that you are here, and that provides me with some measure of trust. But Kalib informed me of your habits.”

I narrow my brow. “What does that mean?”

“It means that I need more from you than just the fact that you came . . . even if doing so was a huge risk to your safety. If I give you real information, I must know that it is safe to do so. If you really want to help your friend, then I will need your assurance that you are willing to continue putting yourself at risk beyond this one time.”

“How can I agree to something when I don’t even know what I’m agreeing to?”

He folds his hands together. “If you cannot, then I will have to bid you goodbye. I will have you escorted safely home. But we will need to administer a medication that will remove selective memories. The risk of you betraying us is too high otherwise, even if unintentionally.”

I run my hands over my knees and a thought dawns on me. That’s what happened during the testing—we were given something that made us forget. Part of me finds the offer of expelled memories enticing. Maybe they could even make me forget my entire day . . .

No! That part is the old me just trying to get out again, and I won’t listen to it. “I want to do what I can to help Kalib! You need to get him released. It’s the whole reason I’m here. If I can’t even remember doing that, then my coming was a waste!”

Mr. Robinson nods and plucks his roll from his plate. “So be it. First, tell me what you know. What happened to you earlier today?”

Frustration brews, but I recount everything that happened today all the way up until Dr. Pierce and I returned home, including the fight between him and his wife.

“And what did he say about it being part of his job to keep the focus away from the Progressive Scarlet ideas?” Mr. Robinson twists his lips. “What were his words again? It was his duty to stave off anything that could put the government at risk?”

I think back to this afternoon. “He really didn’t . . .”

He waves his hand at me as if to stop me from speaking so he can think.

Finally Mr. Robinson speaks. “Gavin Pierce is a virologist, correct?”

“He’s working on studying the recent avian virus outbreak.”

Mr. Robinson tips his head in interest at my admission. “How would you know this?”

I press my lips into a thin line. I don’t really want to give up the fact that Dr. Pierce has allowed me access to his home lab. But in all honesty, I’m not sure after this morning if he’ll continue allowing me to use it or continue with the science curriculum. It may all be too risky, and I might be in for a talk from my employer. “Because I have access to the lab.”

Mr. Robinson’s eyes widen, and before I know it I’m explaining the entire story . . . from the poor bird that died in the garden all the way up to finding the thirty incidences of bird deaths in the Carmine area, even though the news had only reported four.

He takes it all in with great fascination, even though I’m not entirely sure what it means.

“Now, can you please tell me what happened to Kalib?” I finally ask.

“Early this morning I received an alert.” Mr. Robinson taps his fingers on the surface of the table. “That Kalib had become suspect for somehow passing the CPW exam without meeting all the requirements.”

I scoff and raise my brow. “Did he?”

Mr. Robinson eyes me for a moment and then reaches inside of his suit coat. He produces a green journal that I recognize. It’s Kalib’s.

Immediately I take it from him.

“The sentries came in this morning and ransacked Kalib’s room. I don’t believe they found anything, but they took him anyway. From the little intel I have, I believe someone became suspicious of Kalib and reported him for further investigation. As you obviously suspect, his passing of the exam was arranged.”

“By who?”

“It’s not something that I’m at liberty to say.”

“And the form I signed this morning confirmed whatever they wanted to hear.” My voice cracks.

“I had to sign a similar form. It was the only way for me to bring attention away from myself and the CPW. If it were not for us, then they would have figured out how to get what they wanted another way. We were just the easy route. And the reality is that President Nelson doesn’t really want the attention drawn to the CPW . . . they want to be able to pin it on a few bad apples. Keep up the pretense that the system is working.”

“Are you going to just leave him to die? To save yourself?” I clutch at the journal since it might be the last thing I ever have from my friend.

He shakes his head. “Sometimes sacrifices must be made for the greater good, but there are plans to make a rescue attempt. An agreement has been made.”

“An agreement?”

“Something else I can’t tell you, Miss Hawkins,” he says quickly.

My heart picks up speed to match my confusion. “Will I be able to see him again?”

Mr. Robinson takes a bite of his roll. “Unfortunately, no. Even if the mission is successful, Kalib will not be able to return to Carmine or the Tenement. We have some safe houses, off the grid. Perhaps you could write him a letter.”

I stare at him for a moment. Never see Kalib again? I guess I’d always planned for this, and I’m not sure why it bothers me so much now, but it does.

I stand and look Mr. Robinson directly in the eye. It’s not a stance I ever believed I would use with a Scarlet. “You said you wanted my help, and if I’m not mistaken, my living in the Pierce house along with the privileges Dr. Pierce has given me has value to you.” I pause to allow Mr. Robinson to speak, but he doesn’t, so I continue. “But for me to cooperate, I need to be able to say goodbye to my friend. If this means that I’m coming with you on the rescue mission, then so be it. And if you cannot agree, then I need for you to erase my memories of today and tonight . . . because I will not be able to live with myself knowing what I did and not being able to explain it to him in person. But I will also be worthless to you.”

Mr. Robinson’s lips turn up into a smile. “Miss Hawkins . . . I think you may be someone we can use.”
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“And the best way for you to do this is to go back to the Pierces and await our instruction,” he says.

I grit my teeth, then let out a snort.

“Miss Hawkins. I can see your enthusiasm and empathize with your desire to see Kalib again. Please know that we are doing everything we can to help him. Believe me, I want to help him too. But he knew the risks and was willing to see the concept of equality between the Scarlets and Cobalts as a bigger thing than himself . . . and if you want to be a part of this, that is what you’ll need to do too—not take impulsive risks.”

“My coming tonight was on impulse.”

He sighs. “It likely was, and from what I know about you, that is something we can easily curb. You are not a naturally impulsive person . . . from your records.”

Not before I got here I wasn’t. Somehow Carmine has changed me.

Frustration stings at my chest as logic overrides emotion in my brain. What sort of help would I be on a rescue mission? I’d simply be a liability. But then I can’t bear to let my last awful meeting with him be how it ends between us. I have to explain why I had to sign that form . . . he can’t think that I wanted to betray him. A letter will never do.

“I can make sure you are returned to the Pierce home.” Mr. Robinson checks the time. “When everything has settled down, we will be in contact with you. But you must go now—”

Before he even gets the chance to finish, the dining room door swings back and a woman enters.

Mr. Robinson glances to her and frowns. “You’re early, Ms. Brink.”

I know her . . . she was the woman who gave us all our placements when we arrived at the CPW headquarters. But instead of being dressed in her uniform, she’s clad all in black—in form-fitting black pants and shirt. Not typical Scarlet woman clothing at all.

“Plans have changed,” she says and eyes me. “Who is this?”

“Tenly Hawkins,” he says and stands. “You might remember her from the last group of Cobalts that came through from the Tenement.”

She studies me again. “Hawkins? She’s not supposed to be here.”

“That may be the case,” Mr. Robinson says. “But she is, and plans have changed on my end as well. We need her.”

Ms. Brink shakes her head. “The risk is too high to have her involved in anything, not to mention that this is not going to go over well.”

Not going to go over well. What is she talking about?

“It may interest you to know I’ve learned tonight that Miss Hawkins has access to Gavin Pierce and his home lab. Access that we’ve yet to garner. Dr. Pierce trusts her, and she’s willing to help the cause.”

Ms. Brink tenses her jaw.

I step back slightly. “I want to know what is going on.”

She furrows her brow and checks the time on her watch. “What is going on is that you need to forget you were here. Go back to your position and do only what your job requires. Nothing else.”

Several other people, men and women, pass behind her in the hall and she trains her gaze back on Mr. Robinson. “You need to take care of this and help her forget . . . more than tonight, maybe.”

I gulp down my nervousness and waver my attention between them.

Mr. Robinson stands his ground. “While I do admit she needs to return to the Pierces . . . I insist she do so with her memories intact.”

I form my fists into balls. “Stop talking about me as if I’m not here.” As the words come from my mouth, for one of the first times in my life I feel in control, even though I still have none. But I won’t just let these people I barely know make all the choices for me.

Ms. Brink locks onto me and her expression remains hard. “Miss Hawkins, I don’t have time for this. It’s too dangerous for us to leave your friend Kalib in custody since he’s young, with little training. A few minutes ago we found out that he’s being moved to a location known for torture and getting information out of even the most skilled of us. We thought we might have more time to act, but the government must suspect that he has access to information they want . . . otherwise, he’d already be dead.”

I gulp. The last thing I want to do is get in the way of them rescuing Kalib. “Fine, just take me home and I’ll let you do your job.”

Ms. Brink turns her attention to Mr. Robinson. “After the procedure.”

The older man scoffs. “You know the risks . . . and she would be more helpful to us with her memories complete.”

Ms. Brink shakes her head. “Not an option.”

A dark-haired woman wearing black-rimmed glasses steps into the room from behind Ms. Brink. She holds a larger version of a Flexx and opens her mouth to speak but stops when she sees me. The woman, probably in her mid-thirties, eyes me up and down and her gaze stops when she gets to the back of my hand . . . my tattoo.

“You’re a Cobalt,” she says.

“Yes, yes,” Mr. Robinson confirms. “Miss Hawkins is a Cobalt, but she’s about to leave.”

The woman shakes her head and glances down at her device.

Ms. Brink gestures to me. “I’ll be escorting her after the procedure is done.”

I balk. “I don’t even get a say in this?”

“No, you don—” Ms. Brink starts.

“We need her,” the woman with glasses interrupts.

Ms. Brink tenses her jaw and spins toward the woman. “We don’t have time for nonsense, Garcia. Time is running short.”

Garcia pinches her lips together and pokes at her screen. “This is my point exactly. I’ve been running some scenarios since the news of the transfer came in. And having a Cobalt on the mission gives us the highest odds of success.”

My heart builds in speed.

“Please explain,” Mr. Robinson quickly pipes in before Ms. Brink can shut the conversation down.

“To get into the actual holding cell requires special authorization. It’s not something easily bypassed, and we can’t shoot our way in . . . not through the inner doors. Hacking them will take time, and if this mission moves too slowly, it will fail, and all our efforts will be wasted.”

Ms. Brink crosses her arms over her chest. “Then find someone with authorization. We’ll make them open it.”

“Trust me, it’s not that simple. But I can temporarily hack the code embedded in her”—Garcia nods to me—“DNA stripes to trick the system into believing that an alias I’ll give her is an authorized user.”

Both Mr. Robinson and Ms. Brink narrow their brows in confusion.

“It’s a one-off . . . a weakness I found in the system,” Garcia says. “The organic nature of the tattoo will fool the system into believing that this Cobalt—”

“Miss Hawkins,” Mr. Robinson corrects.

“Yes,” Garcia bobs her head. “Miss Hawkins is authorized to enter the holding area. After we’re done, they may not realize how we did it, but they will close the glitch. It might be our one chance.”

“And there’s no other way?” Mr. Robinson asks.

“There are . . . but the odds of success are lower, and the loss of life is higher,” Garcia says.

Ms. Brink lets out a long sigh and twists to me. “Are you willing to do this?”

Suddenly I want to melt on the floor. Yes, I wanted to see Kalib, but to actually do something to help him escape? I can’t do that.

Garcia taps her screen again. “Even factoring in her inexperience, the odds of success are still higher than our other options. The next best is to wait for the transfer . . . but that is not a rescue operation.”

My skin goes cold. “Meaning you attack the transport and Kalib doesn’t make it out alive?”

Ms. Brink clicks her tongue. “It’s unfortunate, but one way or another this problem must be solved.”

I spin toward her. “Problem? Would you feel this way if Kalib was a Scarlet?”

Her mouth falls open. “Everything I do is for Scarlets and Cobalts.”

I stand there frozen, not quite sure how to respond.

“The responsibility is ours,” Mr. Robinson interrupts, eying Ms. Brink. “Not yours, Tenly. We can figure out another way.”

Still clutching Kalib’s journal, I focus on Garcia and try to ignore the nausea swirling in my belly. “Will you show me what I need to do when I get inside?”

Garcia nods. “Of course.”

Leaving the others, she pulls me into a room next door already filled with at least twenty-five people dressed in black and bustling around the room. My eyes go straight to a rack of weapons, and somehow seeing them makes this entire thing real. Will I have to use one of those?

Several portable computers are active, and one device projects a 3D hologram of what I’m guessing is the layout of the facility where Kalib is being held.

Before I know it, Garcia has me in a chair and is tapping on her device again. “Hold out your hand, tattoo up.”

I do as she says without much thought, and Garcia waves her device over the three stripes.

“The temporary reprogramming will only take a moment, and I’ll set it to expire in ninety minutes,” she says. “But you shouldn’t feel a thing.”

The light scans me, and Garcia is right . . . I feel no different.

The illumination stops and she glances back at me. “That’s it.”

“And you’re sure this is going to work?” I ask.

Garcia pushes her glasses up her nose. “Not one hundred percent, but I’m confident.”

“Miss Hawkins,” a woman calls, and I look over to see Mrs. Green standing a few feet away, holding my dry, folded uniform.

“We’re leaving in five minutes.” Ms. Brink struts through the room and calls out to everyone.

Garcia stands and walks over to grab a pistol from the gun rack. When she returns, she hands it to me and says, “Get dressed. I’ll teach you to use this on the way.”
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With my Flexx and Kalib’s journal tucked safely in my jacket pocket and a holster at my waist—holding the gun I have no clue how to use—I hustle with the group out the back of the house and dash to the rear of the Robinson estate property. It’s larger than the Pierces’ and opens to several large, rolling hills. From the east come five small, nearly silent airships to get us to the facility where Kalib is being held.

Garcia is glued to my side, and just as the nearest airship lands, she hurries me toward the opening. Ms. Brink and several others follow behind us. Mr. Robinson is riding separately from us.

“I have no idea why I agreed to this,” Ms. Brink moans.

Garcia ushers me into a seat and gives me a look that seems to convey that everything will be fine, but I’m having trouble believing it.

“You’ve trusted me before, Brink,” Garcia says. “I need for you to do it now.” Without waiting for an answer, she pulls out a small, white box from her jacket pocket and turns her attention on me. “Now, you’ll need to know how to use your pistol.”

As the craft lifts from the ground and I take in her words, my head spins. “I’ve never used one.”

Garcia smiles and pushes up her glasses with her free hand again, a motion that Kalib’s sister used to make. Somehow seeing this woman make the motion grounds me for a moment. I need to do everything I can to make sure Kalib lives . . . for his family . . . for me.

“Well, luckily I’m going to give you a bit of a boost. It’s not as good as good old-fashioned practice, but we don’t have time for that.” Garcia opens the box, and inside is a bit of tech shaped like a curved white band with silver trim. A small piece of hinged glass is just to the right of the center. Something in the back of my mind tells me I’ve seen it before, but I have no idea where.

She holds it out to me. “Place the band on your head and over your eye.”

I take it, and she begins to tap on her device. As she does, a small, green light illuminates on the side of the glass. “What’s it going to do?”

“The band allows us to push and pull information.”

“Like mind reading?” I ask as my mouth goes dry.

“No, not like mind reading. In this instance it will convey the instructions on how to use the gun, aim, shoot, hit a target. When you go to use your weapon, the muscle memory will be triggered. It’s how we begin all weapons training . . . it will give you a head start. Again, not as good as long term hands-on experience, but it’s all we’ve got right now.”

I think about Kalib and the Scarlets planning to torture him for information. “Can this force me to do or say something I don’t want to?”

She shakes her head. “It doesn’t work that way. You must be willing to accept or give information; it can’t force. But there are other ways of forcing compliance, and that’s why we have to get your friend out of there.”

I place the device on my head, and the light to the side of the eyepiece blinks three times. Garcia taps on her screen and my vision goes white.

The next thing I know, Garcia is removing the band and Ms. Brink is yelling something at the pilot, but my sight is blurred and my hearing muffled. I have no idea what she’s saying.

My vision clears, and Garcia snaps her fingers in front of my face.

“Are you okay?” she shouts, and my hearing comes back full force. “Will you be able to get up?”

Boom. The sound and force of an explosion permeates the craft and my head spins slightly.

“I think so, but I don’t feel any different.” I run my hand along the edge of my holstered gun.

“You won’t until you use it,” Garcia says, just as I realize that Ms. Brink is shouting for the pilot to open the door.

Panic sears at my chest. “Then how do we know it worked?”

“Trust me.” She quickly places the eye band back into the box and pockets it. “One more thing.” Garcia pulls a capped syringe from her pocket. “Kalib is going to need this. He’s likely to be drugged and will need a dose.”

“I’ve never done that either.”

Garcia pats her upper arm. “Easy, just plunge it in like you’re stabbing a piece of meat. Just know it’s going to hurt while it targets the drugs in his system.” Then she pushes the syringe into my hand just as the door opens.

At least two other airships landed, and people have disembarked. Ms. Brink grabs me as shots fly across the open space.

“Now or never,” she says.

Quickly I pocket the syringe and allow Ms. Brink to push me from the airship. She raises her pistol and shoots as a sentry comes our way. He goes down and I quickly turn away to avoid the gore.

“Toughen up, Miss Hawkins, and take out your gun.”

With a shaking hand I pull the weapon from its holster, and somehow it feels comfortable in my hand. I find the trigger and unlock the safety as if I’ve done it many times.

We race ahead, followed by several other of my protectors helping to cover us, toward a plain concrete building. Three men dressed in black pull ahead and quickly assemble an explosive. Ms. Brink stops me out of range, but it isn’t long before it detonates and the door pops from its hinges and slams to the ground.

Without hesitation the three men race into the building, shooting.

Out of the corner of my eye I spot the tan uniform of the sentry, and without thought I raise my gun and shoot. The bullet hits him in the shoulder. Before he can recover, Ms. Brink shoves me toward the door and fires off a shot of her own in the same direction. I don’t see what happens, but I can only assume she finished him off.

“Nice first shot,” she says in my ear.

Inside the building several dead sentries lie on the ground. I only spare them a quick glance before my attention goes to the cameras above.

“Garcia and her team will have scrambled those, but it won’t hold long,” Ms. Brink says.

One of our guards in black waves us forward as he taps his free hand to a comm in his ear. “This way.”

After dashing down the bland, white corridor, we arrive at two double doors with a panel at the side.

The three men stand guard, and Ms. Brink waves me toward the pad. “Here’s where you come in.”

I glance down at my tattoo, and a chill travels down my entire body. “What if this doesn’t work?”

“It has to work,” Ms. Brink says. “Garcia said it would.”

She wasn’t wrong about the gun . . . I can only hope this works too. I raise the back of my hand to the panel and it beeps. A light flashes, and the double doors pop open.

“I can’t go in with you,” Ms. Brink says.

“What? Why not?”

“This is the only way in, and no sentries are stationed inside. We’ll cover you. But only one authorization was given, so only one person can enter and remove a prisoner. It’s how it works.” She eyes the entrance. “Cell 006.”

I gulp, and holding out my pistol, I force myself through the door. For Kalib.

Once inside, the doors shut behind me and a sinking feeling of being trapped swirls in my mind, but I push it away and force myself to scan my surroundings. More cameras are positioned above, but they’re out. At least I hope so. To my left is the same kind of panel I’ll have to use on the way out.

The cell numbers are in order on windowless doors, and I race down the hall searching for 006. When I find it, I holster my weapon and again hold the back of my hand to the panel next to the door. I hold my breath while waiting for the beep. It finally comes, and I race into the cell to find Kalib. He’s slumped over unconscious on a cot against the wall.

“Kalib!” I grab his shoulders and pull him up but struggle to keep him that way because he’s basically dead weight. I smack him on the cheeks several times. “You have to wake up since I can’t carry you out.”

His eyelids flutter, then he gasps and looks around the room. Finally his eyes focus on me. “Ten . . . what are you doing here?”

My veins flood with even more adrenaline, and my instinct is to bolt. We don’t have much time. “That doesn’t matter. Let’s go.”

I encircle my arm around his back and heave him to his feet.

Groggily he tries to remain vertical but falls back onto the cot.

“You have to help me!” I nearly shout into his ear. “There’s no way we’ll get out of this place if you can’t even stand. The rescue team is waiting, but we only have a few minutes.”

“This can’t be real,” Kalib mutters. “There’s no way you’re here.”

Ignoring him, I reach into my pocket and grab the syringe Garcia gave me to counteract the drugs given to him.

“What’s that?” he asks.

Without answering I pop open the safety cap, jam the needle into his arm, and plunge. Kalib lets out a string of curses and attempts to swat me away, but he’s still too slow.

“Sorry, but it’s going to wake you up, and apparently it hurts while it’s detoxing.”

The treatment starts to work. Kalib stumbles to his feet and whirls around to me. “You should not be here!”

I re-pocket the empty syringe. “Oh, I know that . . . but there was no other choice. Since I was the only person with a DNA tattoo, they had to use me as a hack. I couldn’t let you die.”

Kalib wobbles and sucks air through his teeth like he’s in pain . . . but at least he’s awake. The injection is doing its job.

“You need to work through the discomfort and walk,” I order.

“Discomfort? Is that what you call this?” He seethes.

“It’s better than what was going to happen to you later when they tried to pull out your thoughts against your will.”

Without another word he does as I say. I grab my gun and peek out into the corridor. All clear. I take Kalib’s arm and pull him with me down the hall but he glances up at the surveillance cameras.

“Those are out for a few more minutes. Everything is scrambled.” My heart pounds like it’s trying to escape my chest.

When we get to the exit, I hold my DNA tattoo up to the scanner.

“What are you doing?” Kalib asks in horror.

“The tattoos have a weakness—they can be reprogrammed with different data temporarily. Mine is telling the system that I’m authorized. It doesn’t know who I really am.”

I hope.

The security doors pop open, and we burst from the relative calm of the holding area into what looks like a war zone. More sentries are dead on the ground, as well as two of our men.

I hold out my gun, ready to shoot anyone who tries to stop us, and train it directly on a blonde woman who rounds the corner. She doesn’t flinch.

Ms. Brink eyes me and Kalib and without a word gestures us all from the building.

Outside, lights from explosions go off and gunshots fly through the air. Weapon in hand and hoping I don’t have to use it again, I push Kalib down, but it’s not long before Mr. Robinson jogs toward us and pulls us toward a descending unmarked airship.

Ms. Brink studies him for a second. “You take them. We need to get our wounded and dead out.”

Mr. Robinson gives her a curt nod. “I’ll handle it.” Quickly he guides us to a waiting craft, and a door on the side slides open. I drag Kalib to the opening, but just as I do, something whistles past us and he grunts. His legs buckle and he falls to the ground.

“Kalib!” I scream as blood drenches his pants. He’s been hit.

Mr. Robinson dashes for him and hikes him up. “We need to get him inside.”

Without another word I follow suit and snake my arm under Kalib’s armpit. Somehow we get him inside the craft, where I quickly abandon my gun and holster, not wanting anything to do with them anymore.

He eyes Kalib up and down. “Get out of here now . . . we’ll hold off the fire.”

“You should come too,” I say to Kalib’s employer.

But the man shakes his head. “I’ll be out on the next one.”

The door closes and we leave Mr. Robinson behind as we lift from the ground.

I glance at Kalib and back out the window just in time to see another explosion, which sends Mr. Robinson flying through the air. I throw my hand out onto the glass for a moment but then pull myself together. There’s nothing I can do for him.

Resigned, I twist back to Kalib, because I can try to help my friend.

Unaware of what just happened, he leans his head back against the wall of the airship.

Quickly, and from across the aisle, I tug at Kalib’s sleeve, rip the fabric from it, and use it to apply pressure to his wound. Thankfully, it seems to be just a graze.

Groggily he opens his eyes and speaks through his pain. “Before we all die, I have to tell you something.”

“We’re not going to die.” My voice is shaky.

“Last night you asked me why I came here to Carmine . . . why I took the exam, Tenly.”

I nod. “Why?”

“For you . . . it was always for you.”
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He sits across from me in the back of the craft, head in hands and blood soaking his ripped pants. Just the sight of him and his admission cracks open my heart and allows everything that I should have seen for years to come flooding in.

Something inside me snaps. Why it didn’t happen before this moment I don’t know. It should have happened the second I found out what Kalib was involved in. He did it for me.

For me.

As we sail across the sky away from danger, my years with Kalib suddenly become incredibly clear. He tried to tell me the other night, but I still couldn’t listen, even then. The times he came down to my fire escape, he did it to make sure I never felt lonely since in reality he was my only friend. In school he defended my choice to apply to the CPW when other kids thought it was stupid, like I somehow thought I was better than them.

Maybe I did. I bought into the lie that people were of their own making and that, sure, the Tenement was a horrible place, but we could make it out or at least improve our lives.

Despite my shortcomings, Kalib was always there. Always. And I didn’t appreciate it. I pushed him away more often than I should have for reasons I don’t quite understand. I dreamed there was something outside the Tenement that would give me advantages far beyond the measly hand I was dealt, when really everything I ever needed was right upstairs.

Everything he ever did was for me or someone he loves. He gave himself, and I was too blinded to see it completely.

My mind always categorized him as a scoundrel because his focus was different than mine. He was willing to break the rules. I had to follow them. I was a good person, and he was bad. But I know now that life is so much more complicated.

He saw others. I saw myself.

I probably always knew this but wouldn’t admit it to keep him at bay. To keep my goals on track.

He’s loyal. True. He loves me. Really loves me.

Despite my many, many flaws.

And I have no idea why he held on for so long.

Muffled talk I can’t understand comes from the craft’s front, and I can only hope that we are close to our destination. I rub my grimy hands over my skirt.

“I’m sorry.” The words come out as a whisper, but he doesn’t respond. So I clear my throat and try again. “I’m sorry, Kalib.”

He lifts his head and glances at me. “I appreciate your concern. Forget what I said . . . it was the drugs wearing off.” He makes a hissing sound through his teeth as he runs his hand along his leg, just to the side of his wound. “But I’ll be fine. I always am.”

His last sentence pierces my heart. I’m here now, but since we arrived in Carmine, all I’ve done is work to push Kalib away. I did it all my life, so what’s new with that? Through the years I gave him enough that he remained my friend, but when things got too close, I locked him out.

Well, no more.

Despite the airship’s turbulent movement, I unlatch my safety belt and scurry across the aisle to him. “I don’t think you understand.” I lightly touch his back, and he stiffens slightly. Whether it’s from my actual touch or just in pain I don’t know. I don’t want either to be real, and I pull back.

“I do understand, Tenly.” He brings his attention my way. “We’re friends, and you didn’t have to do this . . . but you did because you felt bad about what happened. It’s no small thing and I appreciate it . . . you took a big risk. But you don’t need to feel sorry for me.” Kalib turns his head away and gestures toward the cockpit where I can see the pilot and another man. “If possible, these people will make sure you get back safe and you won’t have to see me again. I won’t ruin everything for you anymore.”

The weird thing is that the phrases are not angry . . . only sincere. Kalib’s heart is too kind to be good for him.

Frustration burns in my chest and tears sting at the corners of my eyes. His words are understandable since I’ve pushed him away for years. I deserve how he sees my being here now. Then there’s me who signed a form incriminating him . . . not that I had a choice, but . . .

Taking a chance, I bring my hands up and gently turn his shoulders to me. Whether it’s from physical or emotional pain, he keeps his eyes averted.

I have so much to say to him and so little time to say it. Part of me wants to just let it all flow out, but the logical side of me knows it will probably make little sense, and we don’t have time for the conversation that has been coming due for years.

So I choose a different route. One I should have chosen a long time ago.

“You better watch it, or I won’t give you this,” I say and reach my hand into my pocket.

He tips his head and his brows quirk up in a quizzical expression. The words from the night before my birthday seem to spark the memory I hoped they would.

“What?” he asks as I hold out my closed fingers in front of him.

Slowly I open it and show my empty palm. “I missed your birthday and didn’t get you a gift this year.”

He whispers, “There’s nothing there.”

“Yes, there is.” Before his confusion intensifies, I bring my hand up to the side of his face. Light stubble where a beard is trying to fill in prickles my skin, and it surprises me to think that I’ve never really touched his face. At least not like this.

Maybe he’ll reject me. It’s not something I’d considered before. It’s probably what I deserve.

To my relief, Kalib melts into my touch while closing his eyes. Before I lose my nerve, I lean in and touch my lips to his. His skin is dry and rough, but I don’t care when his arms snakes around my waist and he pulls me closer to deepen the kiss.

I gasp. No matter how terrible, how dire our situation is, the feeling of his arms around me could never be more right. As in my occasional dreams, our shared kiss is tender, but the electricity racing through my veins is like nothing I’ve ever experienced. Like fire. And better than any chocolate candy ever could be. This is the perfect kiss.

The one with Jax was always false. A shadow of what was possible with Kalib.

His kisses promise forever.

And however long that forever might be, I want it.

Even if it’s only today. Right now.

“Tenly,” he whispers and breaks slightly from the kiss, but all I want is to be doing it again. “Don’t do that to me if you don’t mean it.”

Not mean it? I mean it with every ounce of my being.

“I was wrong, Kalib. I was wrong about everything. You . . . the Scarlets . . . the Tenement . . . the CPW. I should have listened. They even made me sign a form that said I knew you were guilty . . . I didn’t want to.” Tears sting at my eyes.

He shakes his head. “Stop. None of that matters. You are the strong, determined person I’ve always known you to be. None of that was wrong, and I’m glad you listen to your heart. It led up to this moment . . . this place in time where we might actually be able to do something. And you weren’t completely wrong about the Scarlets. There are good people out there . . . some of them are ready to make changes now, and others might want to if they really knew what was happening. But it’s going to take some work to get them to see. We have to help them.”

“Like the time it took for me.” I gaze into his hazel eyes, wishing we could just put this moment on pause and revel here for a while. As simple as helping others see the truth sounds . . . I know it’s not. President Nelson and those in charge are comfortable with the Cobalts being nicely tucked away in the Tenements. They’ve woven their narrative for way too long to give it up easily. It has too much value for them.

The craft bounces as he brushes a stray curl from my face. Just the tiny action sends a shiver down my spine. I lean into his touch, and his breath hitches as he holds in place.

But before I can kiss him again, the airship settles on the ground and the side door flies open. A man I recognize but am surprised to see appears.

“Mr. Robinson,” I say quickly and pull away from Kalib. “I thought you were dead!”

The man’s lips pull into a strained smile, and he runs his free hand over a bandage on his other arm. “Me too. Things got a little hairy back there but everyone made it out alive.” He glances down at Kalib’s leg. “You were hit. We need to get you inside for some medical attention.”

His mention of Kalib’s wound throws me back into reality, and I give him a worried eye. It could be worse than I thought.

“I’m going to be okay, Ten,” Kalib assures me.

But he has no way of guaranteeing that. Not for the long haul.

Mr. Robinson holds out his free hand to Kalib, and both of us help him from the back of the craft.

“Please help him,” I beg Mr. Robinson, and my breath grows short. The plea is about much more than his wound.

“That is exactly our plan,” he says, keeping his voice steady. Steadier than I can believe after what we just went through. “We’re just glad to have this young man out alive. He’s been a real asset.” Mr. Robinson looks at two men waiting nearby and then back to us. “I have to take care of some business. “They’ll help you.”

The men grab Kalib to support him and start off into the safe house. Of course I follow because I have no other place to go. Mr. Robinson takes off toward another arriving ship, and Ms. Brink comes up behind.

“You did a good job,” she admits.

“I did what I had to do.” I keep my gaze fixed on her flat expression. “Are you still going to do the memory wipe?” I twist my hands together at the thought. I don’t actually want to remember much about tonight, but I don’t want to forget my kiss with Kalib or how I feel about him.

“Miss Hawkins . . . we never even should have had Kalib so deeply involved before he received more training. The risk to our goals is simply too high, and the more you know, the higher your risk is too. There are at least parts of tonight we should remove.”

I sigh. This is not what I want at all, but I understand. Up ahead the two men take Kalib through the door. “What’s going to happen to him?”

“I’m not sure yet, but he will have to go into hiding, either somewhere in Carmine or back in the Tenement. The exact location hasn’t been decided yet.”

I purse my lips. Maybe it has been determined and Ms. Brink just isn’t telling me . . . not that it matters if she does. “I need to say goodbye to him.”

“Fine,” Ms. Brink agrees, and I sprint from her. “But your ride will be here in ten minutes, tops. The procedure will take five.”

Inside the house I twist my head from side to side, hunting for Kalib. Garcia is talking to some others, but I don’t have time to stop and thank her. I don’t even know her first name. This place is still much larger than any Tenement residence, but nothing like the Pierces’ or Mr. Robinson’s estates. People mostly dressed in black crowd the space as I search for Kalib.

Finally I find him in the kitchen, seated at a small dining room table. A pretty young woman, with straight, jet-black hair holds a small silver device over the tear in his pants, which is exposing the wound.

The device emits a green light that slowly fades to white.

“There,” the young woman says. “I disinfected and cauterized it. The Med-Beam will also speed the healing, but there’s a low chance of infection, so you’ll want to watch it for a few days.”

I study her for a moment. She is probably one of the loveliest girls I’ve ever seen . . . tall and willowy. She has delicate Asian features and skin that is as smooth and creamy as it could be. A stupid twinge of jealousy tickles at my belly as she speaks to Kalib. Something in her eyes tells me that she knows him, but he doesn’t let on if this is true. I glance to her hand and notice the three blue stripes on her hand. She’s a Cobalt.

“Thanks.” Kalib nods, then turns his eyes to me standing in the doorway.

“I have to go,” I say and hand the empty antidote syringe from my pocket to the medic. She takes it, and I waffle between telling him that Ms. Brink plans to wipe my memories in a moment versus saying nothing.

He smiles another thanks to the medic and walks toward me, still with a slight limp. But before I get more than a few feet, a familiar voice sounds behind me. I whip around toward the sound and race deeper into the house, heart pounding, to find the source.

Kalib calls after me but I don’t stop, searching in each room I come across until I enter a small office with several people, including Ms. Brink, standing around a screen and talking to a person on the other end whose face I can’t see.

“Ten!” Kalib calls as I enter the room. Ms. Brink spins around and opens the space so I can finally see the person speaking from the screen.

“Papa!” I yell and dash forward.

“Miss Hawkins!” Ms. Brink scolds. “You shouldn’t be in here.” Her voice sounds like it’s a million miles away as I focus on my father.

He says nothing, but the wide eyes and parted lips on the other side of the screen say it all. My father didn’t know I was here. Finally he asks, “Tenly?”

Ms. Brink grabs me by the shoulders. “She is leaving.”

“What’s going on?” Papa demands. “Why is my daughter there?”

I wriggle from her grasp. “What are you doing?” I ask him. “Are you a part of this? The alliance?”

He averts his eyes and glances off-screen for a moment.

“Are you?” I ask again.

“Yes,” he finally answers.

Ms. Brink waves the others from the room, including Kalib, and the second they’re gone she turns her attention back to my father. “This is not what I wanted at all. But we had no choice but to involve her. The plan is to dull her memories before she leaves.”

He wavers his worried gaze between us. “You plan to do what, Ms. Brink? I have no idea why my daughter is there and why I have not been told, but Tenly had that procedure during her exam. A few months between administrations is not enough to avoid risking long-term side effects.”

I turn to stare at Ms. Brink. Why wasn’t I told this?

“There are risks either way,” she says. “I weighed them.”

“Why is she there in the first place?” Papa demands.

Ms. Brink begins to speak, but I step in front of her and cut off her words. I open my lips and the entire story tumbles out until I end with, “I couldn’t leave him, Papa. I’d rather die.”

Papa’s jaw tenses and he doesn’t speak for what seems like an hour, although it can be only moments. Eventually he turns his attention to Ms. Brink. “If it is safe to do so, you will return my daughter to her position at the Pierces’ . . . unaltered. We will discuss this later.”

Ms. Brink straightens her back. “Yes, sir.”

Papa drops his gaze back to me and lets out a long sigh. “I’d hoped to avoid this.”

I gulp. “I think that would have been impossible to do forever.”

The door opens and Mr. Robinson’s face appears. “Is she ready?” he asks Ms. Brink, and she bobs her head.

I turn back to Papa. “I love you and Mama.”

“We love you so much.”

With that I allow Mr. Robinson to escort me out of the room to where Kalib is waiting.

“You knew?” I ask him.

He nods. “I knew.”

I don’t hold it against him any more than he held my signing the form against me.

We both follow Mr. Robinson, and in the last moments Kalib seems to have gotten stronger. I lean closer to him. “I don’t want to leave you now. I need you.”

Kalib’s lips curve into a soft smile. “You don’t know how long I’ve waited for you to say that.”

I raise up on my toes and kiss his cheek. “I want to need you for a very long time.”

“You must go, Miss Hawkins,” Mr. Robinson says. “Your car is waiting.”

I glance at Kalib, give him a weak smile, and hold out my hand. He takes it and we both follow Mr. Robinson outside where a vehicle that looks just like the Pierces’ car waits. The driver’s door opens and Isaiah steps out.

I waver my attention between Mr. Robinson and Isaiah. What’s going on?

Isaiah steps forward and extends his hand. “We must be on our way, Miss Hawkins.”

My heart picks up the pace and confusing thoughts whirl in my mind. My eyes widen at Kalib.

“Just go with him,” Kalib says.

“You knew this too?” I ask.

Mr. Robinson shuffles me over to Isaiah. “He’s been working for us; we couldn’t risk you knowing until we could be sure of your loyalties. But tonight he was our best option of getting you back into the Pierce house until we have instruction from the higher-ups.”

“What if I stayed with Kalib?” I offer. “I could just stay with him.”

Mr. Robinson shakes his head. “We need you back at the Pierces’. Having you disappear tonight would raise too many questions.”

Isaiah gestures me to the car, but before I can even make a move, Kalib grasps my hand and pulls me back into an embrace. Despite our audience of the two men, Kalib cups the sides of my face and pulls me into a kiss.

It doesn’t last nearly long enough before he breaks away, and his lips quirk into a sly grin. “Something to remember me by.”

My stomach tingles. Kalib is back.

“How could I forget a criminal?” I fire off.

“Join the club.”

“Oh, I have something of yours.” I pat at the inside of my jacket and pull out his journal. “Draw some more pictures . . . maybe a few for me.”

He shrugs and takes it. “They’re all for you.”

I reach up and run my hand into the side of his blonde hair, then spin on my heel to Isaiah, who leads me to the car. After I’m in, he quickly gets in the front seat and keeps the privacy screen between us down.

Now speechless, I lean back and somehow remember to buckle my safety belt. Without warning my entire body begins shivering, and I hug myself to try to quell the involuntary reaction to everything that just happened.

Suddenly it’s all too much . . . Papa, Kalib, Isaiah . . . my involvement in the Scarlet–Cobalt alliance . . . We made it out tonight, but my mind shuffles memories from the protest in the city and how the sentries attacked the people involved.

This is going to escalate . . . people will be punished.

Isaiah taps on the front console of the car, and it comes to life. The wheel turns on its own and we accelerate away from the safe house. I twist to look out the back, see Kalib waving, and then return to the house with Mr. Robinson. Despite our last moment, I have no idea where Kalib’s going after today or when I’ll see him again.

“He’s going to be fine,” Isaiah says.

“How can you know that?” I hug myself even tighter to stay off the fear and anxiety rushing my veins.

“Because it’s what I have to believe. About all of this.”

I release a shuddering breath. “Well, I’m worried.”

Isaiah eyes me in the rearview mirror as he allows the car to drive itself down the unfamiliar road . . . not that I’ve been to enough places outside the Pierce home for any roads to be very familiar. At least the rain stopped. I guess it did right after I got to Mr. Robinson’s home.

“Right now I think you should focus on what is happening to you next and how you plan to move forward.”

My breath hitches slightly. A few minutes ago, everything made more sense. Probably the adrenaline. “What am I going to do?”

“Well, first off, we’re going to get you back into the house,” he says. “I know all the staff schedules. It’s still early enough that there should be no issue. But one can never count on the system being glitch-free. If we are caught, our stories need to be the same.”

He spends several minutes detailing a believable household emergency that he needed two pairs of hands to resolve. The excuse is that the house staff were tired from the gala yesterday, and he did not want to disturb them. Also, I’m the person with the least seniority in the house and so automatically drew the short straw in this situation.

I can only hope that we simply don’t get caught. I check my watch. It’s a few hours before dawn, and the house does tend to be quiet this time of night.

Isaiah and I spend most of the remainder of the trip in silence until I ask him a question burning in my mind. “How are you a part of all this? You’ve worked for the Pierces for so long and seem loyal to them.”

He eyes me in the rearview mirror. “You’re right. When I told you that I care about the Pierces very much, I was not lying. But sometimes injustices have gone on long enough.”








  
  
  Chapter 31

  
  




Once we arrive at the house, Isaiah quickly ushers me through a back door that leads into a household storage pantry from the outside. I’d never used it before, let alone knew where it led to. It makes me wonder if there are other pass-throughs in the house that only Isaiah uses.

He quickly raises the back of my hand to the metal scanner lock inside and programs in my ID as an authorized user. Just as Garcia said, my DNA chip programming has returned to normal, showing as Tenly Hawkins.

“You may only use this in case of an emergency. None of the other staff have access for security reasons . . . at least that’s what I’ve told them for years. A man has to have his secrets.” He closes the door behind us and points to the left. “Use the back staircase to get to your room. Clean up as quietly as you can and get as much sleep as possible.”

My body starts to tremble again as the weight of what I’ve agreed to presses on me, and my shoulders roll into a slump. I gulp and say, “I don’t know if I can do this.”

His expression tightens. “Tenly. At this point you don’t have a choice. You need to move on as if nothing happened tonight. Teach Ellie like you always have, avoid the staff, and let Dr. Pierce be entertained by the fact that he has a science protégé . . . even if she is a Cobalt.”

I know he’s right if I want to live. And if I want Kalib and everyone else I love to survive, these are the things I must do. I inhale deeply, hold it for a second, and then release it as I give Isaiah a curt nod.

But how can I reconcile the fact that my father is one of the Scarlet–Cobalt alliance leaders? He has been living a secret life for years. Does Mama even know? I should have asked him.

“I will do my best to run interference,” Isaiah says. “But you do need to be more careful now than ever—one misstep and all this could come crashing down.” He places a hand on my shoulder. “I only know of him, but I do know your father is a brave and capable man. There’s no doubt in my mind, after what I was told about tonight, that you are the same type of person.”

The corners of my lips twist into a smile. “Thank you.”

“Now, you still have two hours before you need to be ready to work. Go upstairs and try to get some rest.”

I nod and obey. When somehow I get to my room undetected, I close the door and lean my back against the wood. My head spins with the events of the last hours. How could so much happen in so little time?

Everything has changed.

Everything.

Present and past . . . the future I’d always dreamed of. Gone.

It’s for the best, but course correction is never easy.

Exhaling a forceful breath, I push myself from the door, sit at the end of my bed, and take my device from my jacket pocket. Once again I launch the hidden access to the online information on my Flexx and search Carmine headquarters news mentioned by that newscaster the other day.

The link comes up immediately and I click it. When the page loads, my eyes widen at the top headline.

Terrorists Executed.

Are they talking about us? From what I know no one was captured. Did something else happen?

I gulp as I scan the story . . . basically that last night, unidentified terrorists descended on a secret government building and attempted to steal data. It goes on to say that they are looking for a link between these people and the recent bird deaths around Carmine.

That’s really it. Nothing about the Scarlet–Cobalt alliance. Nothing about any escaped prisoners. Nothing about any links to the Cobalt Premier Workforce.

Apparently President Nelson and the Scarlet government are quickly covering everything up . . . spinning what happened as what they want the general population to know.

Terrorists are bad . . . but they were detained and gotten rid of. Case closed. But why the mention of the birds?

Pushing aside the currently unsolvable thoughts for a moment, I do my best to focus on the one good thing I know. I pluck Kalib’s drawing of me from the side table, lean back onto my pillow and clutch it to my chest. Closing my eyes, I inhale deeply and let the memory of our last moments together invade my senses.

Our kiss tasted of salt and loss. Loss of the things I thought were true. Principles I would have staked my life on before yesterday.

Principles that I now know were lies. My own illusions.

Lies that I’d heard enough times to forget what the truth was.

Lies that the people of the Tenement have little choice but to be there. Yes, I made it out, but that too was a façade. The lies of Scarlet society to placate themselves into believing their continued mistakes are advancement.

Even I had let myself see the tragedy but believe there was nothing I could do for anyone but myself.

I was wrong. I have to be wrong.

A ray of sunlight peeks through my window and casts its beam on the opposite side of my room. I blow out a quick breath, knowing that I can’t stop time. What I agreed to do for this rebellion is real. I can’t go back. Even if I could, I’m not sure I’d ever want to.

I hold out the pencil drawing of myself and let my eye fall along the gentle gray and black strokes. I hadn’t wanted to admit it to myself, but each one was drawn with love . . . passion.

And I can’t unsee it.

Not that I would want to.

My best friend’s face comes to the front of my mind . . . Kalib and his sometimes mischievous but usually gentle hazel eyes and the sweet freckles that dance across his nose. My lips arch into a smile just at the thought. All I want is to be with him.

Hold him.

And share a kiss laced with tomorrow and what’s to come.




* * *




Can’t get enough of The Illusion of Truth? Continue the saga with Shattered.

Buy on Amazon or read for free in Kindle Unlimited.
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            There will come a day…when love will mark her a traitor.




In a society where emotions are outlawed and function is everything, Avlyn Lark is just trying to blend in.




Born into the lowest level of society she was fortunate to have been removed from her biological parents and assigned to a Level Two family.




But mastering her emotions? That’s a problem… especially when a rebel bomb blows up a building right in front of her.




On Configuration Day, Avlyn’s official transition to adulthood, she starts seeing strange visions. And instead of being placed with a basic job where she could hide her urges, she’s hired by Genesis Technologies, the government firm that controls every citizen.




If Gen Tech discovers her secrets and exposes her for what she really is, it will ruin her life. And if they find out about her illegal meetings with a mysterious but handsome member of the rebel forces, her life will be more than ruined.




It will be over.
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            Earth is dying. Hope waits light-years away on Arcadia, a planet veiled in cyan atmosphere… and harboring a dark side.




On the last day of Cassie’s starship journey to her new home, her father is killed in a mysterious explosion. Somehow, she manages to escape death - helped by a vanishing stranger with otherworldly blue-green eyes.

But his presence lingers in her dreams.

Officials swear the explosion was a horrible accident, but she’s convinced they are hiding something…

About her father. About Arcadia.

Orphaned and alone, Cassie begins to see curious glowing visions and soon the boy with the cyan eyes reemerges. He offers her one chance to uncover what became of her father and the secrets the planet holds.

Two worlds collide, and a powerful attraction draws her to Javen. She can’t say no to the opportunity…

Even if saying yes forces her to choose between saving humanity or saving Arcadia.
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            Magic is real…who knew? Too bad I suck at it.


I was a freak from day one - no parents and a head of white hair that makes me stick out like a sore thumb. So, when a mystery aunt invites me to start a new life, I don’t ask questions. I board a plane. Pronto.

But surprise! *insert sarcasm* It’s all a lie and a weird lady in a dusty junk shop basically shoves me into a closet… and I tumble into a magical world.

Which might be awesome, if I weren’t a freak there too. Apparently, at Borealis Academy, my white hair means I’m public enemy number one.

Just my luck.

Thank the stars, they can’t kick me out unless I’m unable to master magic – which, unfortunately, is even more difficult than it sounds.

One bright spot is my hot spellcasting tutor required to help up my skills. Although, he won’t give me the time of day, let alone help me pass.

But my magical problems are only just beginning when my dark family past catches up with me. Now, if I can’t learn to master my powers, it could lead to a far worse fate than expulsion…

It could destroy everything.
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