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Prologue
 

AFTER playing God for six years with the world he created, he couldn't control any of his subjects, none at all. Over the years, he had watched them evolve and become the sum of their own choices rather than the sum of his; and for that, he regretted ever giving them life.
A small, blinking red light from just inside his eyelid reminded him of the news they had sent him earlier that morning. The company had cancelled his funding and would shut down his project within three months. According to them, the project cost too much and took up too much space, and the inconclusive results couldn't be published reputably, now or in the future.
Six years of his work, tens of thousands of lives at stake—and he could do nothing to save any of it. He bowed his head, letting his chin rest on the rim of his breakfast smoothie. The smoothie reeked of powder—crushed pills—but he supposed he had better get used to it. He wouldn't be able to afford the luxury of real food after they canned him.
He closed his eyes and called up the camera view of one of his favorites, number 3281. She fascinated him; he couldn't deny it. When he had designed her, her pre-teen rebelliousness lit fire in her eyes.
A survivor, he'd thought. He'd meant for her to have it all—to grow up, to get married to the love of her life, and to have a beautiful family of her own someday.
But he had only given her sadness so far. Instead of creating a strict father, he had given her an abusive one. Instead of creating a loving boyfriend, he had given her a friend who could never love her. And instead of creating a strong, proud mother, he had given her a meek one, who watched the whole thing unfold and did nothing about it.
He looked at his last and final creation sitting in the chair across from him—his own son, not awakened yet. The law forbade him to have any children of his own, so this boy would substitute.
But he had done the unthinkable with this creation—he had bestowed on it his own thoughts, emotions, and decision-making processes. He'd given the boy his own mind, his own physical characteristics, his own wants and desires.
He had never done so with any of the others because of the dangers of investing too heavily in any one of his subjects. But who could he kid? He had not stayed objective thus far, watching some of his subjects more closely than others, wishing for the happiness of some at the expense of others. He had become an abomination, a monster of his own doing, who had created subjects only to watch them suffer.
He couldn't forgive himself; not now, not ever. His eyes lingered on the vial that sat next to his breakfast smoothie, that he'd stowed away for the day when they destroyed all his work, his entire world. He would save it, tuck it away for now, for as long as he could protect them. When things spun out of his control, he would drink it and end himself the way he had ended them.
In the ancient stories, gods frequently gave their sons as gifts. Now, he would give his son as a gift to her, number 3281. So she could be happy in her last months on earth, before they destroyed her with the rest of them.
 




CHAPTER ONE
Escape
 

SOMETHING about the bright pink sky had always bothered Ima, but she couldn't put her unease into words. It wasn't like the sky had changed in her seventeen years on earth; it had changed during her mother's marrying years, from a blue the color of forget-me-nots, to that awful, bright pink.
She plucked one of the forget-me-nots from next to the bush she was hiding behind and held it to the sky for comparison. Her mother remembered the change starting around 2036, when the ozone layer damage hit an all-time high and the air became too polluted for breathing. Populations migrated to domed cities like Chicago, where the government could control the atmosphere and food supply without overextending the earth's dwindling resources.
Domed cities provided answers for the people who had survived The Scorched Years. And most accepted the safety the domes could provide without question. But the pink blush that streamed through the clear protective barrier only left Ima with more questions. Questions about The Dead Zone. Questions of what lay beyond it.
A shadow fell across Ima's forearm and she ducked farther behind the forget-me-nots.
"E," a familiar voice whispered. "It's just me."
"Do you have the concert tickets?" Ima scooted sideways and Dash crammed himself behind the bush, crushing half of the flowerbed that separated their apartment complex from the one next door. He squatted comically, like he'd just eaten cake in wonderland.
His arm brushed her lightly when he whipped out his avatar and connected it to hers with a few screen touches. "I'll transfer yours now."
Dash was short for Dashiell, but it could have been short for dashing—he was handsome in a prince-charming way, with midnight blue eyes and blonde hair that fell across his forehead in a simple swoop. Dash had rare coloring—only about 1 in 10,000 had it still—that contrasted Ima's own dark skin, almond-shaped eyes, and black hair. And even though Ima saw her best friend's face often, sometimes the paleness of his skin and the perfect symmetry of his cheekbones still struck her like a hard slap on the face. Ima read somewhere that love felt a lot like that. She didn't know that she loved Dash, only that he frequently left her dumbfounded, slurring through her words, digging through a cloud of fogginess to find her brain and figure out how to use it. Supposedly, love felt a lot like that too.
Dash clicked his avatar off as the transfer completed. "I brought the stuff you asked for," he said, freeing Ima of her thoughts. "We need to hurry, though. The train leaves in seventeen minutes."
Ima eyed the scarlet lace bra poking out of Dash's shopping bag and felt her cheeks flush to about the same color. She snatched it from him and ran her fingers across the clasp. 32B, her exact size.
A black cat snuck across the lawn, giving Ima a distraction from the clothes. In the old days, black cats meant bad luck. But in the domes, most people didn't own pets, couldn't afford them. The woman in apartment 1222 left scraps out about once a week. Most of the cats died anyway, despite her generosity; but every once in awhile a survivor would come through. And for some reason, the survivors were always black.
When Dash first pointed that out to Ima, he told her that he considered her a black cat—scrappy, sly, and with a never-ending will to live. But Ima couldn't see it in herself.
She unclasped the bra Dash had bought for her. "Close your eyes," she mumbled, barely able to breathe. Dash gave her a funny look, then shrugged and turned away, training his eyes on the black cat's movements.
Ima knew what Dash's shrug meant; he wanted to say, "Not like I haven't seen you before." He had. Six times. And Ima could barely look at him whenever he reminded her.
The first night it happened, Ima laid next to Dash in his bed, having snuck through the vent that connected their two bedrooms. They had lived in that same apartment complex since their toddler days, so it meant nothing out of the ordinary for them; she slept there often, when she knew her father's anger threatened to put him in one of his violent fits. Dash tucked her head under his arm and read her a passage from one of his many books, like he always did.
Ima remembered the exact line in the book when she risked it all.
I have ever been prone to seek adventure and to investigate and experiment where wiser men would have left well enough alone.
At that moment, on impulse, she leaned over and kissed him. One kiss led to two, and the kissing led to a lot more. It was Ima's first time.
Afterward, when Dash's breathing turned to the steady sound of sleep, Ima dressed herself and snuck back through the vent, without even a goodbye. She spent the rest of the night worrying, wondering what she would say to Dash in the morning. Wondering how she would explain herself, or if she even could.
The next day though, Dash didn't mention their night together. "Morning E," he had said to her, in his same usual tone. But it didn't quite conceal the tight smile tugged over his lips.
They never spoke about it, even after it happened again the next night. And the next. And just as she worked up the courage to ask him what it all meant, something changed. On the seventh night, when Ima kissed Dash, he gave her that same tight smile.
"We can't do this anymore." He didn't look at her, didn't meet her eyes—he simply took her hands in his and placed them in her lap, away from him.
Ima nodded slowly, staring at her own hands and biting back her pain. She got up without a word and crawled back through the vent to her own bedroom.
It had been six months since that night, but Ima didn't dare bring it up. Ever. Not knowing what happened, what she had done wrong—it killed her inside. But she knew that no matter how strange things got between her and Dash, some questions didn't need answers, because the answers could cost her the only friend she truly had.
Ima hastened to clasp her bra, discarding the green dress she wore, then pulled a mesh long-sleeve navy top over her head. In the bag she found fishnets and a velvet skirt shorter than a stack of raspberry pancakes at Orange, their favorite brunch place. She slipped her legs into them as quickly as she could, the material scratching at her skin. She felt exposed, even fully clothed—the sheer materials showed off everything, and the skirt barely came over her panties.
"Don't forget these," Dash said, covering his eyes with one hand as he handed her another shopping bag. Ima reached inside and pulled out a pair of thigh-high white fur boots.
"Really?" Ima asked, holding up the boots. The fur covering them had a single blood-stained stripe down the back, all the way down to the six inch heels. They smelled of fake leather, which meant they didn't cost too much—perfect, since Ima doubted she'd wear them again after that night.
Dash, who'd carefully avoided looking anywhere within a two-foot radius of her, replied, "You said you wanted something you wouldn't typically wear."
"But this? How will I walk?" Ima felt herself panicking again. The school nurse had told her that any time she had anxiety she should take a deep breath and count. She inhaled slowly and picked another forget-me-not from the ground and lifted it to her nose. She had never smelled real honey, only read about it; but when she inhaled, the flower smelled exactly how she'd imagined honey would. She plucked each petal one by one—one, two, three, four, five, six petals. Six, of course. Immediately, she dropped the stem.
Dash, who dealt with Ima's panic attacks regularly, did not find this behavior peculiar at all. Or, at least, he didn't tell her if he did.
And that's why, Ima thought,
I can't confront him about our relationship. Because even though a part of her couldn't get past her anger, Dash knew her history, knew how it had ruined her life, and never judged her for it.
Instead, he continued their conversation as if nothing had happened. "You want to fit in, I thought?" Dash pulled a tube of mascara from the shopping bag. "Look up," he said, removing the mascara wand and brushing it against her lashes.
When he finished, Ima blinked twice. "Well?"
Dash sighed wistfully, looking her straight in the eyes. "You look beautiful, E."
Ima rolled her eyes, her frustration with Dash building inside her. How could he say things like that to her, after everything that had happened?
Deep down, she knew the answer to that. Dash struggled with his own demons, demons he wouldn't unleash in front of her. But she knew the act he put on—the popular jock he pretended to be—served as nothing more than a facade to hide his secrets from the world. It had to be. After all, if it didn't, why would he spend most of his time with her instead of his other friends? She didn't exactly scream of coolness, yet he had stuck by her for their entire lives. She tried to remember this every time Dash spoke his cruel sweet nothings to her.
"We'll see," she said, with only a hint of distaste left in her voice. Once he saw some of the girls from their school, he would barely remember what she looked like. She couldn't worry about that tonight though, especially when—
"Ima!"
Ima felt her stomach sink into her legs. Her father. How did he find them?
Dash put his finger to his lips. He placed his hand on hers, holding her trembling fingers still.
"Ima, come out before I find you…" her father whispered, like a child had coerced him into a game of hide-and-seek. He snaked across the sidewalk less than ten feet away, looking in the other direction, but close enough that Ima didn't dare move or cause a sound.
A soft, muffled ring came from Dash's pants leg—a promising text no doubt—and the two of them flicked their heads to each other for a single second, wide-eyed. She could not face her father, not now. If he caught her…
"Run," Dash whispered.
At that, Ima took off down the alleyway, boots in hand.



CHAPTER TWO
Brush
 

IMA crouched behind one of the train platform's pillars, still in disbelief at what she'd done. Her fishnets had a run in them, snagged on the concrete, and her toes bled from running over broken glass. She had no desire to stuff her feet into a pair of ridiculous platform boots, but she had left her normal shoes back at the alleyway.
Her father was patrolling the stairs to the train platform, chatting it up with some of the guards who blocked the entrance. Teenagers with dramatic, spiked hair colored in pixels, like a television screen, lined up outside the steps. As the line progressed, their outfits grew more outlandish—from stripes and checkers in highlighter colors to headpieces and metal contraptions, to one burly guy who wore an entire zebra carcass and nothing else, not even shoes. From what Ima could gather, the passenger train should have arrived several minutes earlier, but never showed. The crowd was waiting for an incoming cargo train to pass through before the guards would allow them onto the platform.
Her father—well, he was just waiting for her.
One time, back when she had just turned thirteen, she got invited to a birthday party. Ima knew Lia had only invited her because Dash asked her to, but it felt good to be included all the same. Ima's mother had given her permission and even bought her a new dress for the occasion.
New dresses didn't come often, especially not a dress like that one, with silver ruffles and soft lace, and beadwork along the collar and at the ends of the sleeves. Usually, Ima's father's government paycheck didn't stretch far enough to cover luxury items, but her mother had found a sale that week.
The day of the party, Ima dressed early in anticipation. Lia's parents had booked several rooms in The Drake Hotel for her Silver and Gold Ball, where everyone wore one of the two colors to gain admittance. Just as Ima had finished putting on a bit of her mother's makeup, her father came home, drunk and stumbling and stinking of smoke. The minute he saw her, heard where she planned to go, he went ballistic on her—calling her a slut, ripping layers of her dress from her body, until she stood naked and crying in front of him. He took scissors to the dress until he got bored; then he turned the scissors on her, carving derogatory names into her forearm with the inside of one of the blades. She begged him to stop, promised that she had never even kissed a boy. "I know you sneak into that blonde boy's room," he warned her. And then he did something that Ima never, ever wanted to think about again. Ima managed to squirm away from him, barely; and her father still has a thin scar on his right shin from when she stabbed him with the scissors.
She had a feeling this night might end the same way if her father managed to get his hands on her. Only this time, she'd plunge the knife through his heart, if she could.
"Look at that." Dash crouched next to her, eyeing the metal supports that extended between the platform pillars. "Think we can scale it?"
Ima pulled the mukluk impersonation over her knee. "Not in these boots." Despite her annoyance at the sexiness of her outfit, Dash had made sure to hide her worst scars with layers of material, thankfully.
Dash nodded in agreement. "You couldn't scale it yourself, but maybe you can hang on to me."
Ima glanced at him; Dash's shoulders had broadened over the last few years, and he'd shot up about a foot, but even he didn't have the strength to climb to the train platform with an additional one hundred and ten pounds on his back.
Ima's chest filled with bitter disappointment that rose through her throat and stopped at her eyes, threatening to spill in the form of tears. Everyone from her school would be at the concert, just like Lia's party. And tonight her father seemed out for blood. She knew she shouldn't be surprised—her father ruined everything in her life—but why this? Her one night of freedom, her one night to spend time with Dash beyond the four walls of his bedroom, her one night to socialize and be a normal teenager—it all seemed to drain away from her as the minutes passed, like the charge on her phone when she played too much music.
Ima swallowed her anger and resentment, wiping her face clean of emotion. "You should go without me." She held out her hand, palm open. "Give me your key; I'll hide out in your room until you get home."
"Nope." Dash shook his head, determination lighting his eyes ablaze. "I told you earlier—I have a surprise for you at the concert."
Ima looked up at the platform towering over them. "Even if we made it up, you know my father. The guards will patrol all the cars for the rest of the night until he finds me."
"Not if we jump the cargo train." Dash's eyes glistened and his lips smirked upwards at the corners, like they always did when he schemed.
Since the Blue Line stopped at the California platform, cargo trains came in and out regularly. Supposedly, the trains carried supplies to and from the outer ring. Supposedly, the outer ring consisted of self-sustaining, automated crops and manufacturing systems that provided the goods that entered the city. Supposedly beyond that, The Dead Zone stretched for miles and miles, nearly pure desert due to the scorching the ground had endured. And supposedly beyond that, other human-inhabited cities dotted The Dead Zone like miniature oases, half-orbs of life.
Supposedly, Chicago had lost contact with the other cities six years back, when violent floods, fires, and storms made it impossible to connect to satellites. Supposedly. But no one Ima knew had ever ventured beyond the California stop, and Ima didn't bank much on what people told her to believe.
Her lip trembled. "But my father—" Her voice stopped working and she froze; panic brewed just underneath her skin.
Dash stroked her arms with his hands, warming her body the way only he could. Her panic subsided just enough to bring her voice back. "Thank you," she said.
Dash smiled and took Ima's hand, hunching down and pulling her arms up around his neck. Against her better judgement, Ima let Dash lift her up onto his back.
"See?" he said softly. "This is barely more than my football gear."
"I doubt that." Her face pressed against the back of his head, she couldn't help but sniff Dash's hair. It smelled like coffee and clove cigarettes.
Dash hoisted himself up to a metal support just a few feet off the ground with little trouble. Ima shut her eyes and grabbed Dash as tightly as she could; she didn't do well with heights. The climb to the platform tortured Ima slowly; she forced herself not to peek, not to squirm, and not to make any movements that would upset Dash's center of balance.
About halfway up, Ima peeked through Dash's hair and realized they were exposed. Though they had climbed the platform pillars opposite of the stairs where the other teenagers waited, the trees under the train tracks didn't mask them completely, only made them more difficult to see at certain angles. Thankfully, Dash had worn a simple black v-neck tee with black jeans, a tribute to the early 2000's, so they didn't stand out so much. But still, Ima prayed that they wouldn't be caught.
Ima buried her head again, feeling like a child who thought no one could see them as long as they had their eyes closed. She chanted in her mind,
please don't see me, please don't see me.
Her father's image appeared and she felt herself getting dizzy. Her grip on Dash loosened and she wondered if she would faint before they reached the top.
After several terrifying minutes of climbing, Dash broke the tension. "See if you can find your balance on this support."
Ima opened her eyes to see where he was pointing at: a short beam about a foot long near the bottom of the platform.
This is crazy, she thought.
Just crazy.
She slipped her boot onto the beam railing, wedging the beam between the ball of her foot and her heels. She grabbed onto the beam above and shifted her weight off of Dash.
He lifted himself over the edge of the platform and held out his arm. "Grab on."
Ima's heart pounded heavily under her lacy bra. She closed her eyes and reached for him, hanging on as tightly as she could. She felt herself being lifted, and—for one terrible second—felt the ground fall out from under her. A minute later, she stood on the far end of the train platform, safe and sound.
"Wild ride, huh?" Dash grinned like the devil, biting back his laughter as Ima stood dizzily, trying to gain her balance. Between the heels and the panic attack, she doubted her ability to walk anymore.
Red and white lights filled the tracks and the train engine grew louder. The cargo train approached. "What do we do?" Ima asked. She hadn't thought about it earlier, but of course the train wouldn't stop; it would barrel through the platform at at least twenty miles per hour, thirty if luck left their side.
"I read all about this," Dash said. "How to jump trains."
Luckily, he didn't get to demonstrate his knowledge. Strangely enough, the cargo train slowed to a stop, pulling into the station. Ima counted the cars on the train. One, two, three, four, five, six… "I don't think…" Ima trailed off.
Even more confusing—people roamed up and down the train, sitting and standing, most not speaking to each other. Dash's mouth hung open, gaping at them—Ima pictured a similar expression mirrored on her own face. The government forbade people from riding on cargo trains because the trains traveled to the outer ring, beyond the zoned areas. It seemed impossible that so many people could be on a single cargo train at once, unnoticed.
To Ima's surprise, the train halted abruptly and the doors slid open. Out peeked men dressed in black hoodies they had pulled over their heads to hide their eyes.
Farther down the tracks, two of the men jumped off the train and grabbed a large box that sat on the platform. They struggled to load it onto the train, and another two men rushed to help them.
Dash grabbed Ima's hand. "Now's our chance."
Ima hesitated, but Dash dragged her into the train car. The sixth one. Ima opened her mouth to protest, but just as her foot hit the train deck, the doors slid shut, nearly trapping her other leg.
She glanced through the windows and saw several guards looking outward, away from the tracks. She ducked, pulling Dash down with her. Even in all black, he stood out from the hooded men like a tracking signal on a map. Ima could only imagine how she looked in her heels. She hoped the hoods around them would shield them from the guards patrolling the other side of the platform.
The train jerked forward and they pulled away from the station. Once Ima was sure they had cleared the station, she felt her way into one of the seats. Dash followed her lead, watching out the platform window.
"We did it," he whispered excitedly. Ima could barely breathe—stuff like this terrified her—but breaking the rules and getting away with it only lit Dash on fire, made him hungry for a bigger and better prank.
Ima pressed her nose to the window. As the threat of Ima's father drifted farther and farther away, her thoughts turned to the men in hoods who now surrounded them. All the men looked unusually large in both height and breadth, bigger than Dash, bigger than any guy she'd ever seen. What were the odds of that? Ima could tell a strange bond lingered between the men, but she couldn't put a pin on what or why.
Dash wrapped his arm around Ima, a hint of danger glinting in his eyes. "Let's move closer to the front." Without letting her respond, he dragged her through cabin after cabin until they had reached the first. Along the way, the men in hoods ignored them, focused instead on the floor.
Except for one. One of the men ahead of them had the shadow of his hood covering a portion of his eyes, but Ima could not mistake his inexplicable stare. She felt self-consciousness wash over her—his gaze made her uncomfortable, the way her father's did sometimes.
When she passed by the hood, his sleeve brushed against hers and her heart raced. He did a double-take, and the second time he looked at her, his eyes widened.
Dash looked back at Ima—her feet had stopped moving and she stood in place, staring back at the hooded man. "E, let's go." Dash glared at the hood and pulled Ima to the front of the train, where he held her protectively for the rest of the ride into the city.



CHAPTER THREE
Drug
 

THE train stopped at the Clark and Lake station next, to Ima's relief. Luckily, the Clark and Lake station was also the closest one to the Girl Talk cover DJ concert that they and half the kids in the city had tickets to.
The hooded figures debarked, all of them at once. Like that wasn't suspicious. Ima breathed a sigh of relief as the figures moved in the opposite direction from The Oriental Theater. She didn't know where they were headed and she didn't want to. She hoped she would never see them again.
The downtown sparkled with color and light, unlike the grimy, faded buildings of Wicker Park. The streets pulsed with a youthful electric energy that only large groups of excited teenagers could create. Everything looked soft and magical under the lights, and Ima couldn't stop staring.
Dash noticed the look on Ima's face. "Getting excited about the surprise?"
"Hasn't the night been surprising enough?" Ima had forgotten about the surprise, actually. Dash was always surprising her, even though he knew she didn't like them. Still, he seemed determined to change her mind about them, to wear her down.
"Trust me," Dash said. "You'll love this."
But that was the problem. In many ways, Ima didn't trust Dash.
They rushed through the doors of the theater, right off of Randolph Street in the loop. Ima had never been to a concert before and did not expect what she found inside the doors.
The decrepit theater air tasted like dust, and the crowd trickled through the lobby like molasses—thick and heavy, and when Ima got too close, sticky. Teenage sweat brushed against Ima's exposed skin, clammy and wet. A cloud of must floated around them, only visible under the bright spotlights that kept watch over them.
Just beyond a second set of entrance doors, a group of girls gathered in a cluster. "Dash!" one of them squealed. Lia made her way to them, whooshing past Ima to hug Dash. The faint smell of amaretto hung in the air between Ima and the two of them. Lia's hot pink leotard clung to her body like a bubblegum wrapper; her glittery, chocolate-colored hair dripped down the curve of her neck in slivers. Aside from the drunkenness, or maybe because of it, Lia always reminded Ima of a candy shop.
Her three servants-in-waiting—The Trio, Ima called them—lined up behind Lia for their turn with Dash. The girls spread out like peacocks might, with showy outfits and an overestimated sense of how much space they needed to take up. Ima backed out of their way, but before she could escape their attention, one of The Trio gasped.
"Ima, is that you?" The girl, Blizzard, peered at Ima with her over-decorated eyes. Her bottom lashes fluttered out several inches, while her eye shadow extended all the way to her hair in blue, green, and orange streaks.
Lia whipped her head around, her eyes landing on Ima. She looked her up and down one time; a flash of jealousy crossed her eyes just before she smiled. "Ima!" The Trio parted to give Lia room to pass between them. Lia brushed against Ima, embracing her at arms length. "You look…
different."
The Trio bit back their giggles. Ima felt her face flushing again, but she didn't have the courage to speak.
Dash seemed oblivious to the exchange of looks. "E is smokin', isn't she?"
Lia's eyebrows shot up several inches and the wicked smile on her face twitched. Ima tried to match the menacing girl's face with an evil grin of her own. She wished she could prove that Lia didn't intimidate her, but she did—pretty, perfect Lia seemed to know exactly what Dash wanted, while plain, quiet Ima had no clue. She was reminded of the characters from her favorite Jane Austen book. Battling Lia for Dash felt like trying to compete with Emma Woodhouse for Mr. Knightley's affections. Everyone else could see that it wasn't a contest, but Harriet kept up her delusions, reading too much into small, innocent gestures, ignoring the huge, obvious clues that she had lost.
A glint danced across Lia's eyes like a sharp dagger. "Smoking," she repeated, flitting her eyes at Dash. She linked arms with Ima. "
Eee, let's get you fired up."
Lia carted Ima off into the concert hall and The Trio and Dash followed. In a quick glance over her shoulder, Ima noticed Dash with a dopey smile on his face, seemingly pleased with himself. He was probably giving himself a mental high five for the outfit he dressed her in, which seemed more trampy than trendy now that Ima saw what everyone else was wearing.
The beat pulsated through the hall, giving the walls a slight bounce to them. To Ima's surprise, Lia swerved into the slosh of sticky bodies that packed the area in front of the stage. Alone, Ima would have pushed her way through and hoped to not get trampled. But Lia seemed to magically part the sea of limbs and sweat with just her presence, without uttering a single word. Why some girls had it and others didn't, Ima couldn't figure out. She only knew that if magnetism could be bottled, she would find a way to get some for herself.
After several minutes of wading through the mosh, Lia found the person she wanted.
A man in a black hood.
"Got any X?" Lia asked, fanning a wad of bills. Ima pulled away from her, eyeing the man uneasily—the city didn't consider drug dealers cargo now, did they? Or maybe the dealers had hopped a ride on the train, just like she and Dash had. Did that mean they lived on the outskirts of The Dome, though? And why were there so many of them?
Ima wondered what Dash thought, but he didn't seem to notice her pointed glance when she tried to grab his attention.
The man looked Lia up and down, drinking her in. "Just this," he said, never revealing his face. He loosely pinched a small, red pill with vertical yellow stripes between his two fingers, holding it up so Lia could see the goods without touching them.
Lia leaned in to get a better look, brushing her breasts against the hooded man's arm. She met his eyes with the utmost confidence. "Six, please."
The man smiled and dropped one, two, three, four, five, six pills into the palm of her hand, which Lia quickly distributed among them.
"Cheers!" she screamed at the top of her lungs, popping the pill into her mouth and taking a swig from the bottle she was holding. The Trio giggled and followed suit. Dash swallowed his without bothering to chase it, which seemed to impress Lia.
But there was no way Ima could take the pill—not when there were six of them, and not when they came from a mysterious hooded figure.
"Come on,
Eeee," Lia over-emphasized Ima's nickname with a screechy drawl. "Feed the fire." She lifted her finger, shaking it back and forth in front of Ima's body. "I thought your new look meant you wanted to have fun for a change."
Ima snatched the beer out of Lia's hand, popped the pill, and took a swig as fast as she could.
"That a girl!" Lia cried, and The Trio screamed with encouragement, as if all five of them were best friends.
But Ima didn't swallow—in between the excitement, when no one was looking, she spit out the pill and stuffed it in the waistline of her fishnets, where she thought it might be safest.
Lia and The Trio bounced in place, raising their hands over their heads, waving their hips back and forth, and shrieking silly meaningless phrases meant to communicate that they were having fun. Dash joined them, pounding the air with his fist to the beat of the music.
But Ima couldn't stop staring at the man in the black hood. Several others had joined him, dotting the edges of the crowd, creating dark, ominous shadows. They manned their posts like soldiers in formation, and she couldn't help but wonder who had organized them.
"Dash!" Ima yelled over the assaulting music. She reached toward him and grasped at his sleeve, but she came back with a fistful of air. Lia, noticing that Ima was trying to get Dash's attention, grabbed his hand and pulled him toward the stage. The crowd pressed between them, and before Ima knew what was happening, the rest of her group was several people in front of her.
Dash glanced back, looking for her. She waved her hands over her head and gestured for him to come back her way. He started toward her, but Lia snagged his arm with the swiftness of a snake.
He bent over and whispered a few words to her before she released him. Ima couldn't hear them, but she saw when Lia rolled her eyes dramatically. She turned to the shortest, cutest girl in The Trio, Fiona, and mouthed, "She ruins everything."
Ima frowned, trying not to feel stung by her words. She didn't understand Lia's jealousy, especially when she and Dash weren't romantic and probably never would be. Sure, Dash was loyal to her, never ignoring her for another girl, but what did that mean, really, when she wanted so much more?
As the crowd engulfed Lia and the other girls, Ima pulled Dash away from the edge of the stage into the hallway. Dash grabbed onto her arm, steadying himself. "Come here," he said playfully, the pill already taking effect. "I want you to meet your surprise."
"The surprise is a who?" Ima asked, bewildered. "Wait, Dash—the guys in the black hoods—"
"Hey! Over here!" Dash waved at a handsome guy about their age, and the guy made his way over to them. Dash wrapped his arm across Ima's shoulders, dropping most of his weight on her tiny frame. "You will love Nahum. He moved to Chicago from the middle east. The government sanctioned his family to live here, just like they sanctioned yours when Tokyo got too volatile."
Ima raised her eyebrows. The government rarely ever granted sanction. Only in the most dire cases, when a family had multiple personal connections in a single city, could they escape their own collapsing city and move to a new one. Ima's parents served as the Japanese ambassadors in America, up until all the natural disasters hit. Now, they remained one of the few refugee families among the city's population.
"How did he get here?" Ima asked. "I thought we couldn't contact other cities? Does this mean—?"
"Calm down." Dash hated when Ima got too excited about events outside of Chicago. "All Nahum remembers is that he arrived here a week ago from Dubai."
Ima felt a jolt of energy rush through her veins. "I have to ask him what Dubai is like, then." She tried to keep her tone even, tried not to show him her excitement. "Maybe they had contact with other cities, and he can tell me what's going on in Tokyo and—"
Dash chuckled. "Don't bother. He doesn't remember anything about the outside."
"Mind-locked?" Ima felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. She yearned for answers about the outside world, and Nahum might be one of the few people who could give them to her. She had told Dash, over and over again, that she didn't understand why Chicago would mind-lock a new citizen—in other words, cut that person off from accessing his memories of his former life. The city claimed it kept the person safer, but she didn't buy it—just like she didn't buy that their entrapment within The Dome kept them safer, or that they couldn't access other cities.
Dash shrugged his shoulders, biting back a smile. Ima knew that he humored her conspiracy beliefs, though he didn't believe them himself. He happily complied with whatever the government told him to believe. She didn't.
Nahum came toward them and Dash spoke the typical niceties before turning to Ima. "Nahum, this is my best friend, E. You had something important to speak to her about?"



CHAPTER FOUR
Burst
 

IMA'S eyes widened when Nahum smiled at her. She leaned over to Dash. "He talked to you about me?" she whispered out of the corner of her mouth.
Dash grinned at her, then gave her a nudge in Nahum's direction. "Talk to
him," he hissed between his teeth. He saw the look on Ima's face, then leaned in. "Look, don't be shy, okay? Nahum
wants
to talk to you." He wrapped his arms around her head, pulling her to his chest, burying her nose in his shirt. He kissed the top of her forehead. "I'll be right back," he said as he released her.
"But—" Ima looked up and groaned. Dash had disappeared. His kiss, on the other hand, lingered.
Ima glanced at Nahum, willing Dash's kiss out of her mind. She didn't want Nahum to know how she felt, to witness how pathetically she acted toward someone who did not want her in that way.
As she looked more closely at him, she noticed things that surprised her. He had high cheekbones, long, black eyelashes, and skin that looked like it would feel like cocoa butter if she brushed against it. His eyes sparkled, drawing Ima in to their dark, piercing pools. He gazed at her with both confidence and nonchalance—he didn't intimidate her and he didn't want anything from her; he simply looked at her unabashed. For the first time in her life, a male other than Dash was staring at her without making her feel uncomfortable. But she still kept her guard up.
Nahum's face broke out into a smile and his boyish grin won her over. "Hi, Ima." His cheek dimpled when he said her name.
"E," she said. "You can call me E." She hesitated, unsure of why she had said that. Unsure of what else to say.
Nahum's eyes twinkled, even though the room was dim. "E it is."
Another awkward pause. The only person who ever called her that was Dash, but this boy wasn't him. His intense stare burned up all her words, and she grasped at the corners of her brain for something, anything to break the silence. "Dash said you wanted to talk to me about something?"
"Yes." Nahum's eyes glistened like something she'd seen in a picture—a calm, secluded lake, the kind that would have been surrounded by trees a hundred years earlier. The Scorched Years had taken their toll on the scenery, and most lakes were too frozen or too polluted to enjoy anymore. But the way Nahum's eyes reflected the light reminded her of nature itself. She loved that. She loved the idea of looking at someone and seeing the past reflected back at her. The notion seemed lovely and romantic, without feeling overly mushy.
She looked away, realizing how much she was staring at him.
He leaned toward her, captivating her with his soft spoken words. "We don't know each other, right?"
Ima scrunched her nose, perplexed by his question. "Before now?"
Nahum nodded. "Dash probably told you my memory is locked. I don't remember anything about India or my past life, but I remember you. A younger version of you, maybe about thirteen. In the memory, I walked down a long hallway with doors leading to empty, white-walled rooms. I looked for a certain room number—number 3281—and I walked in, and there you were, singing a song I'd never heard. You sang so beautifully. And I got this feeling—this feeling you had something special about you, something unforgettable."
Nahum's candidness took Ima aback. "You must be mistaken. I don't—" she stuttered. "I've never been to where you're describing. I've never seen it."
"But you believe me, don't you?" Nahum asked her softly, like a sweet lullaby. "The vision is so vivid in my mind. It's the only thing I remember. I've been thinking about it all this week, and then I met Dash. And then, out of nowhere I see you with him, the very same girl from my only memory? It can't be coincidence."
Ima's mouth watered, but her mind spun with confusion. Had something gone wrong with Nahum's mind-lock? She knew that nothing he'd said was possible—she had no memory of anything he had described—but she couldn't deny that there was an odd connection between them. And hadn't she always been interested in the oddities of The Dome? Hadn't she always wanted to discover a conspiracy, hidden just below the surface?
She hesitated. "I believe you had the vision. But there may be a logical explanation." She didn't want to get his hopes up, or hers, that there was any rhyme or reason to what he had seen.
"That's all I want to find. An explanation." Nahum's face burned with a fiery passion as they stared at each other. Ima couldn't take her eyes off him—everything about his features stole her breath. She didn't understand how it was possible to feel that way about someone she had just met. She felt illogical, irrational, unreasonable. But she also felt a fire sparking inside of her, for the first time since the debacle with Dash. She didn't know what it meant, didn't know if she had a chance to get over him for good. But if it was possible, if there was a shred of hope for her, she wanted to nurture the flame.
"I don't have any more answers than you do," Ima said. "But I have questions. I'm not content with what I've been told."
"Maybe that's why I had the vision. Maybe that's why I'm drawn to you."
Ima felt a tingle just beneath her skin. She had never met anyone who spoke so freely about his feelings. Ima would rather die before admitting how she felt to Dash, yet Nahum seemed comfortable with his honesty. He did not act ashamed or embarrassed, but rather spoke as if he were telling her a fact, like the sky was pink or the music was loud.
"Do you want to dance?" Nahum held out his hand to her, and without even realizing it, she placed her hand in his, giving herself to him.
He pulled her from the quiet hallway into the fringes of the crowd where they could enjoy the music, but still move around. He placed his hands on her waist and they swayed back and forth to the punk beat. His earlier confidence had wavered; now he seemed nervous, maybe as nervous as her. Ima knew that even when a guy seemed confident, he could be sweating every phrase, every request, just under the surface. She kept this in mind as he pulled her closer, his lips lightly touching the vulnerable spot on her neck.
All around them, teenagers got more and more high. Nahum chuckled uncomfortably. "This concert is out of control."
Ima nodded in agreement. "Just a bit," she said with a hint of sarcasm. Nahum laughed, putting her at ease. Maybe Dash had it right all along—maybe she needed to stop being so shy around other teenagers. She had always kept her distance because she felt like she didn't fit in, but maybe they would accept her if she gave them a chance.
Ima opened her mouth to say something more when she saw several black hoods disappear into the hallway. Her throat tightened, along with her grip on Nahum's shoulders.
"What's wrong?" he asked.
Ima shook her head, just as another group of hoods exited the hall. "Nothing."
"I don't believe you." When Ima tilted her head up, Nahum's stare penetrated her soul and his eyes dared her to lie to him again.
She pulled away from him until she stood at arms length, entwining her fingers in his, deciding against her better judgement to trust this boy who was barely more than a stranger. "You're not high, are you?"
He shook his head. "I'm probably one of the few people in this building who didn't take those red pills they handed out."
"Same," Ima admitted. Most of the hoods had cleared out, but a few hoods remained, stationing themselves at every exit. The hoods looked militant, with crossed arms and a wide, menacing stance. They seemed to be guarding the doors, though they didn't stop anyone who came out or in.
Except for one—a single hood stood about ten feet away from them, watching. Watching her? Ima shook her head—they wouldn't be singling her out for any reason, especially when the drunk teenagers filled every corner of the building.
"So those hooded guys—" Ima jerked her head toward the entryway closest to them, "—bizarre, right?"
Nahum nodded. "I don't trust them." Nahum glanced around, an uneasy look on his face. He flipped back toward Ima and placed his hands on her upper arms. "Do you want to get out of here? Find a quieter scene?"
Yes, Ima thought. But then she realized, when she looked at Nahum, that she didn't know a thing about him. And yet, he had distracted her from Dash, had made her feel free, if only for five minutes. Ima's shoulders hunched forward involuntarily. Self-consciousness crept up on her, reminding her that she belonged in a cocoon, not a strangers arms.
She took a deep breath, and Nahum's face lost its brightness. "I can't leave Dash," she told him.
As if saying Dash's name out loud were a summoning, he appeared on the opposite wall, pushing Lia up against it. She unzipped her leotard from the front, revealing a matching bra and panty set. Dash shoved his mouth onto hers in a deep fit of passion, his hands running down her bare stomach, his fingers slipping under the waistline of her panties.
Ima's stomach twisted and the curve in her throat twanged with the taste of tomato sauce and meatballs—what she'd eaten for dinner.
Nahum glanced at her, having seen the whole thing unfold. "I doubt Dash will notice if we take off."
Ima knew Nahum didn't mean to be cruel, but his words sliced through her heart. "No," she said. "Let's stay and dance." She wrapped her arms around Nahum's neck and pushed her body against his, making sure he could feel every inch of her curves. Lia wasn't the only one who could use her body to put thoughts into men's minds. Nahum's eyes widened, but he didn't pull away—she felt his arms encircle her, and his hands grazed her fishnets lightly enough to still be gentlemanly.
But Ima didn't want a gentleman—she wanted nothing more than to lose control of herself, just once. She shoved Nahum against the wall, standing on her tippy toes to reach his lips. She kissed him roughly and he responded by digging his fingers into her back.
When she tried to kiss him again, though, his hands found her arms.
"Wait," he said, applying firm pressure to her shoulders. "This isn't—" He groaned, like he couldn't believe he was stopping her. "This isn't what I—"
Another hand found her wrist, whipping her around. The hooded boy stared at her with familiar eyes—she'd seen him before, back on the train when he brushed up against her.
"What the hell?" Nahum tried to pull Ima back to him, but the hooded boy gave him one hard shove, and he flew backwards into the wall.
"Nahum!" Ima cried. She tried to wrestle her wrist from the man, but didn't stand a chance.
"Come with me," the hooded man said.
Ima struggled against him. "I don't even know you!" she yelled. She hoped that her screams caused a scene, but the music blared on, drowning out her words. No one seemed to have noticed them at all—everyone else was too high, too busy making out against the wall.
The hood bent down on one knee and gripped her hand gently but firmly in his. "My name is Vaughn. If you want to live, come with me."
She pushed against him, throwing her fists at his chest to no effect. "Get away from—"
Ima kept speaking, but she couldn't hear herself anymore—an ear-shattering explosion burst from the middle of the room with an arching boom.
Vaughn pulled her to the ground just as the flames from the explosion licked at the space above where her head had just been.



CHAPTER FIVE
Dash
 

IMA counted how long the explosion lasted in seconds—one, two, three, four… four seconds of blast. The silence that fills the room when something horrible has just happened spanned the entire fifth second.
Ima expected the sixth second to be the one where everyone screamed their heads off and ran from the building. But that's not what happened.
Instead of screams, Ima heard pounding music. The cover DJ continued spinning his discs, as if nothing had happened. And when Ima looked up, bodies raging with teenage lust still covered the walls.
In high school, they learned about the necessity of the domes and the necessity of maintaining a separate Chicago, of keeping foreigners out and keeping citizens from leaving. While Ima sat through each lecture and marked the correct answers on every test, she always felt a distrust toward her teachers that none of her classmates seemed to share. Her curiosity and her need to question everything had kept her on the outside fringes rather than in the thick of things.
That's how she felt now—like she had been left out of an inside joke, something that could explain why no one thought an explosion to be worthy enough of their attention. "Why isn't anyone running?" she asked to no one in particular.
Blood and bodies obliterated the middle of the concert hall. Stench of sweat and smoke and singed hair filled the room, choking Ima. She turned away, burying her nose and face and tears in Vaughn's hoodie without thinking about how inappropriate it was. He abruptly moved out from underneath her, letting her head crash against the floor. The ground felt grimy and cool against her skin, but she didn't move. A mixture of shock and exhaustion came over her. Her brain battled with her body, telling her to move now, to run, but her body didn't respond. She felt cold and dead all over.
Vaughn sprang to his feet and dragged Ima into a standing position. "We have to go," he told her simply.
Ima pulled out of Vaughn's grasp. "Nahum," she said. Her eyes fell on his body and she rushed to his side. He clutched his head, like he had headache or a concussion, but otherwise seemed okay. She helped him to his feet while Vaughn watched wordlessly.
Ima's thoughts turned to Dash. She glanced over to the opposite side of the concert hall, but didn't see him lined up along the wall anymore. In fact, neither he nor Lia were anywhere in sight. "I can't leave without my friend," Ima told Vaughn and Nahum. Her eyes scanned the hall, but she knew she had no hope of finding him among the crowd.
Vaughn frowned. "The blonde one from the train?"
"His name is Dash," Ima said. "He was standing right over there against that wall." Ima pointed at the wall across the hall from them.
Vaughn pursed his lips, contemplating something. He held out his hand to her again. "I know where Dash is. Follow me."
Without putting much thought into it, Ima let Vaughn guide her to the door—past the limp, disfigured bodies strewn across the floor, burning to charred carcasses; past the pit, where people moshed up and down, oblivious to the flames that surrounded them; past the couples pinned against the walls, lip-locked and tangled in each other. Ima could barely look; she could only think of finding Dash and getting the hell out of there.
A few others moved towards the exits as well, but Vaughn and Ima headed in the opposite direction of traffic, which made it harder to escape. Outside the concert hall, people smashed and crammed against each other in the hallways leading to the bathrooms, like an orgy with clothes. Near the women's restroom, a skinny girl who looked about thirteen buried her head in a trashcan, retching. Between the smoke, the pee, the puke, and who knows what else, the stench in the hallway overwhelmed Ima, threatening to make her vomit.
Vaughn didn't seem as affected by the foul odors—he stoically led her down the hallway and pushed open the door to the men's restroom.
"E, wait!" Ima turned around to find Nahum pushing his way through the crowd to get to them. He looked frazzled and distraught but holding it together, at least. Ima immediately felt guilty—she had been so concerned with finding Dash, she hadn't even noticed Nahum had fallen behind. Yet he had followed her through throngs of people anyway instead of taking off on his own, just to make sure she made it out alive.
"We don't have time to wait for him," Vaughn told her. He pulled her into the men's restroom and let the door shut behind them.
Yellow liquid covered all surfaces of the men's restroom—the floors, the stalls, the sinks, the walls, the trashcan, and even the ceilings in some places. Vaughn jerked her through the puddles of liquid and it sloshed against the bottom of her boots. She knew she had bigger problems to worry about, but she couldn't help but be distracted by the disgustingness for a moment.
Nahum burst into the bathroom. "E, where are you going?"
"Vaughn knows where Dash is," Ima replied. But even as the words came, Ima knew something felt wrong.
Vaughn had climbed up onto one of the stall toilets and pried open a bathroom window. "Let's go," he said. He spared a solitary glance for Nahum. "Your friend can come if he must."
"Wait," Ima said. "Where's Dash?" Before the sentence had even finished leaving her mouth, she tasted the bitterness of ruse.
Vaughn grabbed her hand to pull her through the broken window, but she pushed him away with all her strength. "You said you could find Dash!" The look on Vaughn's face told her everything she needed to know—that he had lied to get her out of the building, to safety. Vaughn didn't know Dash's location, and he didn't care. Ima turned away from him in a stupor; she rushed to the bathroom door, but Nahum caught her in his arms.
"We need to go now." He spoke quickly, intimately into her hair. She pressed her hands to his cheeks, her eyes pleading with him for help. His eyes flickered with fire, though the flames from the explosion hadn't yet reached the restroom. With a husky tone, Nahum reassured her. "Dash will find his own way out if he hasn't already."
Ima fought against his grip on her, struggling her way out of his grasp. Against Ima's will, Nahum lifted her up to the window sill like she weighed nothing more than a bag of groceries. He unceremoniously handed her to Vaughn on the other side. In Vaughn's arms, she kicked and screamed and bit into Vaughn's sleeve, but it had no effect on him. He started running. Just behind them, Nahum had climbed out the window and ran after them.
They ran down Randolph toward Dearborn street. Along the way, Vaughn whispered to himself. "This isn't real," he told himself. "This isn't real."
They reached the intersection just as the Oriental Theater exploded, with everyone still inside.



CHAPTER SIX
Blame
 

WATCHING an entire building explode reminded Ima of watching a train suicide. She saw them all the time—someone wanted to die, so he stood at the edge of the train platform and jumped as the first car pulled into the stop. Ima never felt as sorry for the guy who committed the suicide as she did for the person driving the train. The person driving the train had to live with the responsibility, the part they took in someone else's death. Even if their involvement was involuntary, they still played their part.
That's how Ima felt about the people in the building at that moment.
Within a few seconds of the explosion, police and onlookers swarmed the Oriental. A few drugged up teenagers stood at the fringes, some crying, some shouting, all in shock. They shared the blame too, for not warning their friends, not urging people to run, not staying behind to help others out. The evening would go down in history as one of largest tragedies the city had seen in recent years, and they—Nahum, Ima, and the kids standing outside—would be forever known as the ones who survived by saving their own skins.
Vaughn set Ima down on the pavement and the three of them watched with horror as the ambulances pulled up. The sirens shrieked down the streets, but the sound seemed so small and underwhelming compared to Ima's estimate of the number of bodies in the building when it exploded. She felt like more ambulances should be on the scene. An entire city block full of ambulances still wouldn't do the tragedy justice.
"I'll never forgive myself," Ima whispered.
Nahum put his arm across the back of her neck. "It's not your fault."
She shrugged him off her, spinning around. "Screw you." She poked a finger at his chest. "I trusted you! Dash might be dead—" Ima cut herself off, unable to speak or think about Dash's fate. Did he survive? She didn't know. At least she hadn't seen him in the building before it blew up.
"And you would be dead too if your friend hadn't forced you out the window," Vaughn said, starting his sentence where Ima had left off on hers. Vaughn didn't seem fazed that the building they were standing in a minute ago was now smoking like a bonfire.
Nahum pulled Ima toward him, pressing her against his chest. "I couldn't let you die. Please forgive me."
Ima, to her own surprise, curled up in Nahum's arms. A part of her wanted to stay mad at him, but his honesty touched her. She knew she had misdirected anger. She clutched him as tightly as she could, thankful that she had met him that night. Thankful that he had come after her.
Vaughn cleared his throat. "We can't stay here. If we're going to escape, we need disguises. Follow me." He turned north and walked down Dearborn, toward the train station.
Ima burned with indignation. "Disguises? A building just exploded in front of us! We need to stay here and wait. We may have information the police can use to figure out who did this."
Vaughn stopped walking long enough to scoff at Ima's suggestion. "You have no idea what's happening. Follow me
now."
Nahum and Ima exchanged incredulous glances. She supposed Vaughn had been right when he warned them about the explosion.
If you want to live, come with me.
He had saved them. But how did he know?
Nahum came to the same conclusion Ima had. "He knows something more," he whispered. "We need to find out what it is."
Nahum had a point—they couldn't let Vaughn leave if he knew something about the explosion. But she also couldn't leave the scene without knowing if Dash had survived.
She broke away from Nahum and stepped toward the blazing building. Immediately, he saw through her plan. "E, don't do this."
She glanced back and caught a snapshot of his heartbroken face. She couldn't look anymore. She pressed on, breaking into a jog toward what was left of the theater.
Like a comic book character, Vaughn flashed in front of her, his jaw set and his eyebrows forming a straight line across his face.
"I can't let you go back when there could be more explosions." He clutched her arm firmly and pulled her in the opposite direction of the fire.
Ima had had enough of his bullying, though. The streets were flooded with onlookers gaping at the scene. Paramedics raced around like bees from a broken hive. Firefighters aimed gushing hoses at the building, having little affect on the roaring fire that licked at the sky.
"Let go of me!" She screamed as loud as she could and struggled against his grip. She wanted someone to notice them, to free her from him, but no one seemed to hear her amidst the chaos.
She couldn't have been more angry at Vaughn right then. He may have saved her life, but he was also the reason she didn't know where Dash was. And now, he was trying to control her, not letting her decide what she wanted for herself. What did he care if she lived or died? Her insides twisted. He had given her a reprieve, but at what expense? What good was her life worth when she knew she hadn't done the right thing?
Her screams only seemed to tighten his grip on her. He covered Ima's mouth with his hand and dragged her down the street by her arm. Nahum shouted at Vaughn and attempted to break her free, but Vaughn merely swatted at him like he were nothing more than a pesky insect. Ima struggled to get out of his grip, pounding her free fist into his chest as hard as she could. "Who set off those bombs?" she attempted to shout through the gaps between his fingers. "We know you aren't telling us something—"
Vaughn faced Ima and grabbed both her wrists and pulled her toward him, lifting her up to his eye level. "Listen to me closely." His eyes blazed with a steady, controlled anger. "You are in
terrible
danger, as is your friend. You will both do exactly what I say when I say it, or you will both die. Do you understand?"
Ima stopped struggling and nodded slowly. Vaughn lowered her until her feet touched the ground. He shoved her away, practically throwing her. She landed in Nahum's arms. Nahum pulled her close to him, stroking her head silently while keeping both eyes on Vaughn.
Ima's breathing dragged and hitched as anxiety took over. She felt her entire body shaking uncontrollably.
"You didn't need to scare her," Nahum told Vaughn.
"She can't find her friend if she doesn't live through this!" Vaughn yelled, slamming a trash can to the ground.
Immediately, he realized he'd lost his temper. He ran his fingers through his hair. "I don't have time for this." He pounded the side of his hand against the flat part of the other in a slicing motion. "You are with me or you're not. Either way, I'm not dying in this dome."
Nahum met Vaughn's eyes with a glare of his own. "If it saves Ima, I'll do whatever you say."
Vaughn laughed derisively. "We need two more black hoodies." he told them. He glanced at Nahum. "And some shining armor for you," he added in the oddest tone, as if he were speaking seriously.
"Did hoodster just make a joke?" Nahum whispered to Ima. She didn't laugh, but his tone put her at ease and her breathing steadied.
Vaughn's gaze lingered on Ima. "We have fourteen minutes before my train leaves. Do you know of any stores in the area?"
Her voice tightened as she spoke. "There's a Walgreens around the corner, next to the train station."
Vaughn nodded at her, as if she were a dog who'd finally learned how to sit when he told her to. "Follow me then."
They walked north, rounding the corner at Lake street. Nahum held Ima the whole way, thankfully—she didn't think she could walk, her legs shook so bad. Walgreens was closed, but Vaughn made a quick movement next to the door and managed to unlock it. Ima assumed he picked the lock, but it happened so quickly she couldn't be sure.
Once inside, Vaughn grabbed two black hoodies, a skinny pair of jeans, and a pair of black Converse knock-offs. "Put these on." He handed the larger hoodie to Nahum and the rest to Ima.
Ima hurriedly threw the hoodie on over her fishnet shirt. She pulled the jeans over her fishnets and shimmied her skirt over them, discarding it. She grabbed the sole of one of her boots and tugged it off, replacing it with the flat, black shoe.
Nahum, however, hesitated. He held the hoodie in his hand, rubbing the soft material between his fingers. "Why us?" he asked. "Why did you save us when we're strangers?"
"No," Vaughn said in frustration. "No more questions until we get to the train. Which leaves in seven minutes, so hurry up."
Ima couldn't tell how Vaughn knew the time—she didn't see clocks anywhere in the store, and Vaughn hadn't checked his cell phone or a watch.
"Can you tell us just one thing, first?" Ima asked. "One question, then we'll finish dressing."
Vaughn groaned. "I don't think either of you understand the severity of the situation."
Ima ignored him. "Do you know who caused the explosion?"
Vaughn looked at the ceiling uncomfortably. "Not exactly."
Nahum jumped in. "Did you do it?"
Vaughn rolled his eyes. "That question is illogical and a waste of breath. If I did it, I would know exactly who did it."
"So that's a 'no,'" Nahum said.
"Get dressed and meet me outside." Vaughn exited the store and stood guard beyond the doors, his arms crossed over his chest.
Once they were alone, Nahum moved closer to Ima. "I don't trust him," he said.
Ima flexed her feet, arching them. "I don't know who to trust anymore. And at least Vaughn has already saved our lives once." The shoes he had given her were thankfully more comfortable than the boots. But Ima felt compelled to hold onto the boots anyway—they were from Dash, and she wasn't sure that she would ever see him again. In a split-second decision, Ima unlaced both of the boots and shoved the laces into the pocket of her hoodie.
"Where do you think he's taking us?" Nahum asked.
"I don't know. I just want to find out if Dash is alive. That means surviving whatever this attack is." Ima choked back a single tear. She would not let herself cry, not here, and not like this. She would not show Vaughn any more weakness and she would not assume Dash had died in the explosion. He might have left early, or he might have snuck out with Lia. Who knew? Ima would get on the train and figure out a way to go home, where Dash could be waiting for her. She wouldn't know until she checked.
When Nahum and Ima had dressed, the three of them made their way down into the subway system. The guards that manned the entrances to the Blue Line barely noticed them walk by—Ima guessed that several hoods had passed through already. When they made their way down the escalators, Ima found the entire platform was full of black hooded figures, all headed outbound, away from the downtown part of the city.
Vaughn grabbed Ima's hand. "We need to get on at the head of the train," he whispered to her. Nahum caught up to them, grabbing Ima's other hand and pulling her toward him. Ima broke away from Vaughn, who didn't seem to mind at all.
She pictured someone watching the three of them, wondering what that person might think. Two hoods fighting over a third? Ima had gotten the impression earlier that all the hoods were men. But from the way Vaughn grabbed her hand, she assumed that hand-holding wasn't an action that would arouse suspicion. There must have been at least a few women among the hoods, too.
A train screeched into the station like lightning—one minute it hadn't appeared yet, the next it had. Vaughn grabbed Ima's hand again and jumped into the first car. Nahum followed behind them. A few seconds later, the doors shut and the train was off.
"Strange," Ima said. The three of them were the only ones in the car. Most of the other hoods boarded onto the back cars, which stopped closer to the entrance of the Blue Line.
"Trains are slow," Vaughn commented.
Ima scrunched her nose in confusion. "No, I meant this train is faster than usual. They normally stop for at least ten or fifteen seconds."
Vaughn's eyebrows met in the middle of his forehead, but he didn't speak.
Nahum dropped his hood from over his face. "Well?" he asked. "Where are we going?"
Vaughn's eyes met Nahum's with displeasure. "You'll see soon enough."
Ima grabbed Vaughn's wrist. "We can't trust you until you tell us what's going on."
Vaughn turned insistent. "Not. Now."
"Why not?" Nahum asked. "Are we being watched?"
Vaughn eyes danced all over the train car, like he was looking for something. "Possibly," he said.
Ima lowered her voice. "Does all of this secrecy have something to do with who blew up the Oriental Theater?"
"That person," Vaughn said, "Is somewhere on this train."



CHAPTER SEVEN
Believe
 

"THE person who caused the explosion came here with you?" Ima clutched Vaughn's sleeve anxiously. She knew the hoods had come into the city on the cargo train all at once. She had assumed they were all working together until Vaughn had saved Nahum and her from the explosion, but now she felt unsure again as to where Vaughn's loyalties lay.
Nahum shook his head in frustration. "Dude, you
have
to tell us who you and your merry band of conspicuously hooded friends are."
Vaughn stood and paced up and down the train aisle once, twice, three times in silence. Then, he sat down opposite Nahum and Ima with his head in his hands. When he finally looked up, he said, "We're virtual reality testers. We do as we're told. You have to understand—I didn't know the building would blow up."
Silence hung in the air. Vaughn's words spun in Ima's mind, not making sense, not fitting together correctly.
Virtual reality testers?
Nahum seemed to understand what Ima couldn't, though. His face turned to shock, then to anger. "What do you mean? You didn't know your little mission required blowing up a building full of people?"
"No." Vaughn bowed his head, keeping his tone even. "I didn't know those people would be
alive." He glanced up at Nahum. A mistake.
Nahum raised his voice. "Really?" he said sarcastically. "Yeah, those people were flesh and blood, same as you. They were living, breathing, human. They were real. Some of them may have even been our friends!" Nahum looked at Ima for backup—he seemed unhinged, like he might explode at any minute.
Ima, however, grasped at something else—something faint, a flicker of knowledge hiding at the back of her mind. "What do you mean when you say you're a virtual reality tester?"
Vaughn looked confused. "I test virtual realities, like the one we are in right now."
Nahum's jaw dropped. "We're not
in
a virtual reality right now. This is the real world."
Vaughn lifted his shoulders helplessly. "To you it might feel that way, but it's not. My job is to test virtual realities. I'm constantly in and out of them. They always feel this real." He glanced at Ima. "Well, not quite
this
real. But I don't normally interact with the inhabitants in the world."
Ima frowned. "You came in on a train from the outer ring, right? Is that where you're from?"
Vaughn gave her a puzzled look. "No," he said, "I don't know what the outer ring is. I told you, I'm not from your world."
Ima kept her eyes trained on Vaughn. "What world are you from, then?"
Nahum snorted, but Ima ignored him.
"The real one. That's where I'm taking you."
"Beyond The Dead Zone?" Ima asked with a little too much enthusiasm, given the circumstances.
"The Dead Zone?" Vaughn looked dumbfounded. "Never heard of it."
"Even I know about The Dead Zone," Nahum interjected. He lowered his voice to a whisper. "E, this is crazy. He's lying."
"No, I'm not," Vaughn said, keeping his eyes locked on Ima. "I can prove it to you."
Nahum stood up and nudged Ima until she finally looked at him, breaking eye contact with Vaughn. "Please don't tell me you believe him," Nahum pleaded.
Ima felt remorse singe at the edges of her heart for what she was about to say. "I believe him," she told Nahum.
The color drained from Nahum's face—he opened his mouth, then closed it again.
"I'll take you there," Vaughn said. "Both of you." He flicked his head in Nahum's direction while looking at Ima. "Well, as long as this one doesn't attempt to punch me."
"E," Nahum said with urgency, "We can't trust him."
Ima looked at Nahum. "Where did you come from?"
"Dubai," he automatically answered.
Ima raised her eyebrows. "No really," she said, "where did you come from? I mean, how did you get here? Dubai is all the way across the world. We don't have planes anymore; there's no train that goes in that direction. There's no way in or out of the city that I know of, and I've lived here since I was a child." She took Nahum's hand in hers. "Where did you come from?"
Nahum stuttered. "I… I—I don't know, then. The first thing I can remember is waking up in the city hall building. I took what the people there told me for granted."
"And where were your parents?" Ima asked. "What did they tell you?"
Nahum blinked. "I haven't seen them since we landed," he admitted. "They've been working."
"Working this entire week?" Ima asked incredulously.
Nahum looked indignant. "They're busy. They are very important city officials."
Ima felt a jolt of excitement run through her. "Doesn't any of this seem a little suspicious to you?" she asked Nahum. Her mind raced around the possibilities. What if Vaughn
wasn't
lying? What if Ima's conspiracy theories had some truth to them after all? What if all the strange inconsistencies within The Dome had a reason behind them?
Before Nahum could answer, Ima felt a bump on the tracks. The train decelerated, and from a glance outside the window, Ima could tell that they had passed through the downtown tunnels. They were headed to her neighborhood and the California stop.
"My stop is next," Ima said quietly. Her feelings tore her in two different directions. She desperately wanted to find Dash and make sure he was safe. At the same time, she didn't think she would ever see Vaughn again if they separated now. She would never get the answers she needed and would spend the rest of her life puzzling over things, wondering what really lay beyond the California stop.
As the train pulled into the station, Ima caught a fly-by glimpse of people standing on the platform—a group of guards, several teenagers, and in the center of it all, her father. A tall, blonde boy in all black stood out among the teenagers. Dash! Ima sighed with relief. Dash had made it out in time. He was alive. He was safe.
She wanted nothing more than to race out the doors to envelope Dash into a hug, but not with her father on the platform. She would have to stay on the train with Vaughn and Nahum, but at least she knew. She tried to give a thumbs up to Dash as they passed, so he knew she was okay too.
Her father ran along the platform, chasing the train down the tracks. Even from far away, Ima detected the flash of recognition in her father's eyes.
He would only chase the train for one reason: he had spotted her.
Ima stood up in a panic. "We need to get off this train. We have company."
Vaughn, who seemed tuned in to what was happening, stood up and pressed his nose against the plexiglass window. "Do you know that man?"
"He's my father," Ima said, trying to find a good angle she could watch his movements from. The doors opened and for a few heart-pounding seconds, Ima watched in silence. She stood still, not that it would matter; she logically knew her stillness didn't affect whether her father got on the train or not. But in her mind, she had images that rolled together like a silent film—images of her father finding her, plucking her from the train, and dragging her back to her prison, where she'd be stuck forever. She'd wake up and find out that this boy, Vaughn—a boy who could confirm her theories about there being life beyond her tiny world—had all been just a dream.
The doors closed, and Ima sighed with relief.
"He just boarded the train," Nahum said. "Last car." Ima felt a part of her die with each word.
"How?" Ima asked. No one boarded an outbound train at the California stop. The guards would have stopped him.
"There are six cars between us, then," Vaughn said. "Five now. Still plenty of time for us to run."
"Run where?" Ima asked, panicked. The anxiety in her chest built on itself, hammering at her heart until it was racing.
Vaughn moved next to the train doors, peering out of them. "Next stop is ours."
The train zipped away, heading underground. It moved faster than ever, perhaps because they were near the end of the line? Ima had never traveled this far on the Blue Line before, but she'd dreamt about traveling it—seeing the outer ring where all the food and goods were manufactured, finding out if The Dead Zone really was a wasteland.
A woman's voice broadcast overhead in a cool monotone, interrupting Ima's thoughts. "Intruder alert. Please surrender yourself immediately."
Ima grabbed Vaughn's forearm. "What do we do?"
"Relax," he said. "They are chasing your dad, not us."
"How do you know?"
"Please surrender yourself? The message refers to a single person."
"Guys, get ready to jump this ship when we pull into the station." Nahum peered through the door at the back of the train car.
Ima pressed her nose to the door. "He's coming. He's hopping cars to get to ours."
Vaughn grabbed Ima, pulling her toward the doors, and flicked his head at Nahum, gesturing for him to follow. They stood in front of the train's sliding doors, readying themselves for the train to stop.
Vaughn spoke swiftly to both of them. "When we stop, I need you both to run as fast as you can. Keep your hoods down over your heads—don't look at anything or anyone. There will be a bridge to cross, and a barrier—a tall, green arch that you must pass under. Once you are past the arch, walk slowly and try to blend in. I'll catch up to you."
"What will you be doing?" Ima asked.
"Don't worry about that." Vaughn took a small, silver cylinder contraption out of his pocket. The contraption looked a bit like a lighter, but when he pulled back the lid, two skinny spikes stuck out. He pulled Ima's hoodie down, brushed her hair away from the back of her neck, and jabbed the spikes into the boney area just above the top of her spine.
Ima jumped with surprise. "Ow!"
"Scrambler for your tracking device. This will let you cross the bridge, I think."
Nahum winced as Vaughn shot him in the neck. "You think?" he asked. "Great."
Vaughn smirked. "No time to test now, is there?"
The train doors slid open, just as Ima's father opened the door at the back of the train car. "Ima!" he screeched. "Get over here right now!"
Vaughn moved between Ima's father and the doors, blocking his path. He flicked his head back at Ima and Nahum one last time. "Past the barriers!"



CHAPTER EIGHT
Scramble
 

IMA bolted from the train and into a cylinder of light. The Logan Square stop looked unlike anything she'd ever seen before. In contrast to the gritty brick of the other stops on the Blue Line, the Logan Square stop was pure white, like stepping into an energy-efficient lightbulb. The eerie emptiness of the train station reminded Ima of untouched snow—beautiful, but lonely. She sprinted down the deserted platform, Nahum not far behind her.
Out of nowhere, guards appeared on either side of them, flooding the tracks below. Nahum had the lead, but he slowed down to grab Ima's hand. He dragged her along, forcing her to keep his pace. Several of the guards shouted at them, telling them to halt. She heard Vaughn speaking to her father, but she couldn't make out what they were saying. She didn't dare look back—she knew it would cost her precious seconds that could mean the difference between escaping or not.
They reached a lit-up bridge made of metal grates, like the kind found on sidewalks, and raced across it. Ima forced herself to look straight ahead, keeping her eyes on the arch.
The green, lit-up arch looked exactly as Vaughn had described. The words "Logan Square" flashed in bright white over it, like stage lights. They had almost made it!
But so had the guards. Ima felt one of the guards at the tips of her hair—he was practically breathing on her. She tried to speed up, but the pain shooting through her body slowed her down.
"Come on!" Nahum said. "We're almost there!"
Ima felt herself getting weaker with each step. A guard closed in on her, wrapping his hand over her shoulder. She jerked back and the guard's arms closed around her waist.
Nahum looked back, having lost his grip on her hand. He came toward them and punched the guard. The guard didn't fall—Ima didn't think Nahum hit him hard enough—but out of shock, he let her go. Nahum grabbed Ima and they ran, crossing the barrier at the arch.
Beyond the arch, the platform continued to a set of stairs about two hundred feet away. Robots of all sizes, each busily working on a single task, created a madhouse of moving metal contraptions. The robots reminded Ima of one of those Christmas specials she and Dash watched as kids, with the elves who scrambled around the North Pole, getting ready for the holiday rush. None of the robots were watching the scene beyond the barrier, and none took any notice of Nahum and Ima standing under the arch, breathing heavily.
Ima watched as the guards ran toward the barrier and, one by one, disintegrated before they could pass through it. She watched as several other guards harassed the men in hoods, forcing them to show their faces and press their fingers to a small pad.
Two of the guards escorted her father through a door on one of the walls just in front of the bridge. A part of her wondered what they would do with him, but a larger part of her felt relief. Father or not, she hated him.
"They got your father." Nahum's voice shook with anxiety. His eyes widened when he looked at her. "Aren't you worried?"
"They won't kill him," Ima replied coldly. She though of her classmates in the theater as it went up in flames. "The ones who deserve to die never do."
Ima glanced up at Nahum; he looked taken aback. She knew her words had come out harsh, especially when Nahum didn't know where his own parents were. Or if they even existed. She grabbed Nahum's hand and squeezed it. He didn't look down at her; he couldn't seem to take his eyes off the screen or her father.
"Vaughn wasn't lying, was he?" Ima asked, glancing back at the robots that swarmed their side of the platform. "Parts of our world are a lie."
Nahum looked so broken, she didn't push him for his thoughts. "Let's go," he finally said, tearing himself away from the scene in front of them. Ima stepped lightly after him, walking as slowly as she could, trying to steady her breathing.
A few minutes later, Vaughn caught up to them.
"What just happened?" Ima asked.
He shushed her. "Follow me," he insisted. He pulled them toward the crowd of hoods and they fell in line.
The hoods flooded into a room full of lockers. When Vaughn found his, he opened the locker and pulled out a screen that looked like a minuscule tablet, no larger than a dollar pancake. He swished his fingers above the tablet in a way that she couldn't follow. Nahum shot Ima a perplexed look.
"I'm replacing footage," Vaughn said. "Your scramble should keep you hidden for a bit, but anyone monitoring the feed in the VR will notice two hoods running from the guards."
"Whoa, slow down," Nahum said. "What's the scramble-thingy you're talking about?"
"I scrambled your trackers. That's how you got past the barrier without creating suspicion. The trackers check you in as a random person in the near-vicinity, so computers will just think that person passed through a check-in point twice accidentally. Child's play. Should keep you safe for at least a few hours."
Vaughn opened his mouth again, but Ima wasn't paying attention. All around them, the hoods stripped down and tossed their clothes into a large bin in the center of the room. Women and men alike walked naked between the lockers with no shame. Every single one of them had bodies that Ima wouldn't expect to see on anyone aside from a celebrity or supermodel.
Ima's face flushed when a guy with a particularly large… she turned away, embarrassed, unable to even complete her thoughts. She tried to catch Nahum's eye, but he was staring straight ahead, focused on a specific point of the locker in front of him. Ima tried to bring herself back to the conversation. "What was that?" she asked.
Vaughn chuckled as he stuck the tablet back into his bag.
Ima felt her cheeks flush. For whatever reason, Vaughn always seemed one step ahead of her, like he could read her mind. "I said, you'll be safe from the tracker check-in points for at least a few hours."
Ima frowned. "Then what do we do?"
He pulled his black hoodie over his head, revealing his bare chest. "I've gotten you this far, but it'll be Nasser's decision." He stripped his black jeans away, standing completely naked in front of them. His entire body was chiseled like a Ken doll, just like the rest of the VR testers.
Ima swallowed, focusing on Vaughn's head. "And Nasser is…?"
He dropped his clothes into a pile on the floor next to him and faced her full on. "The leader of my hash." He grinned at her. "Does my naked body bother you, Ima?"
Ima's cheeks lit on fire. "I—I mean—" She tried to think of something she could say that didn't show interest but didn't come across as offensive, but nothing came to mind.
"It bothers me," Nahum said, saving her from the awkwardness. His nose twitched disdainfully. "We try to keep it classier in The Dome, so why don't you put on that goofy, scarf-looking thing and let's get out of here."
Vaughn laughed. "Whatever." But at least he started getting dressed. And Nahum was right; the sweater he wore was goofy and scarf-looking and like nothing Ima had ever seen in The Dome. Sure, the sweater had openings for the arms and head and torso, but it also had bulges in strange places, like along the neck and in the underside of the elbows. A knit tube extended from one of the shoulders oddly, making the sweater look a bit disfigured. Vaughn's straight-leg pants looked a bit more normal, but the total outfit looked strange.
They left the locker rooms and entered a hallway to an elevator. Booths that looked like automated teller machines lined the walls, each one occupied by a VR tester who used their fingers to interact with a screen. Vaughn walked up to one and placed his finger on a large box marked "Fingerprint."
A picture of Vaughn and a string of letters and ascii characters flashed across the screen, along with a large number underneath. The machine chimed like a lottery pull, and the number increased by 80000. "Do you mind?" Vaughn asked, as Nahum peered over his shoulder to get a look. He shielded the large number from their eyes. "A little privacy, please."
When Vaughn finished, Ima reached for the fingerprint box. He swatted her hand away from it. "Are you crazy?" he asked her, a look of amazement on his face. "One fingerprint is all it takes to get sent back to whatever virtual hell you guys were trapped in."
Ima, whose face hadn't yet recovered from the earlier incident, blushed bright red. Vaughn glanced at her with disdain and walked further down the hall.
Ima ran after him. "Is this how you get paid?"
Vaughn looked at her incredulously. "You didn't think I tested VR's for free, did you?"
Ima shot Vaughn what she hoped was a look of disgust. "How can you even think about getting paid when our world is getting blown up and your people are killing our friends?"
Vaughn exhaled slowly, like his breathing could summon patience. "Like I said before, we didn't know you were real. And these aren't 'my people.' They're randoms assigned to a testing job, just like me."
"All I want to know is if we are safe now," Nahum said. "What were we running from?"
Vaughn shook his head. "All I've found so far is that the logs say your VR is scheduled for deletion. There's another testing opportunity coming up in seven days." He glanced at Ima. "I signed up for it, just in case."
"Just in case what?" Nahum asked.
Ima's stomach churned with pain. "In case I want to save Dash," she whispered.
Vaughn nodded. "Considering your obsession with this guy, I figured I should be proactive in your propensity to get yourself killed trying to save him."
Ima hunched over, leaning against the side of the wall for support. "You're telling us that the explosions tonight are just the beginning, and that the entire city will be wiped out in seven days?"
Nahum wrapped his arm around Ima's waist and gently coaxed her from the wall, letting her lean into him to prop herself up.
Vaughn's jaw tightened. "All I'm certain about is that your friend has seven days of peace before the next attack."
"What about my parents?" Nahum's face was all angles and shadows under the glaring lights. Ima couldn't read his expression, but his tone was laced in anger.
Vaughn looked annoyed. "You don't even know if your parents are in The Dome." Vaughn glanced at Nahum's hand around her waist for a split-second, before continuing. "The biggest issue to address right now is smuggling the two of you into the city undetected. We need Nasser's help for that."
The three of them hopped into the elevator and Vaughn pressed a button that read 243. The elevator shot up, faster than anything Ima had ever ridden in her life.
When the doors opened, Ima's mouth dropped. Vaughn took one look at Ima's face and grinned. "Welcome to 2198."



CHAPTER NINE
Sprint
 

"2198?!" Nahum and Ima said at the same time. They stepped out of the elevator onto a glass platform. The air felt thin and tight and caught in Ima's throat, threatening to choke her. Ima forced herself not to look down—the tallest building in Chicago towered a whopping twenty-two stories over the ground. She had never been any higher.
"What year did you think it was?" Vaughn asked.
The question floored Ima, as if they would even be thinking that the year they knew was a lie after everything that had happened to them since meeting Vaughn.
"2052," Nahum said, and Ima nodded in agreement.
Nahum grabbed her hand. "It's amazing, isn't it?" Ima followed his eyes out past the platform, the light nearly blinding her. Thousands of spirals of metal and glass spun toward the clouds, like castles in the sky. Patches of dewey sunlight crashed down all around them, reflecting off of the thick piles of snow that covered the ground. Ima guessed it was the early hours of morning.
"Bizarre," Vaughn said. "Your world appeared to be a mashup of the early 2000's and the late 2000's, when everyone lived in domed cities. The ozone layer fixed itself around the turn of the century, by the way. But only about 5% of the earth's population survived The Scorched Years."
Ima tried to sort through the hundreds of questions racing through her mind, trying to choose the one that might reorient her. "Are we still in Chicago?"
Vaughn shook his head. "No, you're not still in Chicago, you're
in Chicago for the first time.
This
is Chicago. Not where we were before."
Ima's eyes adjusted to the light, and she began to see details in the spirals. The walls of every building were white or clear, like blank canvases. Unlike her Chicago, none of the buildings had names or ads on them. The only words she could see were scrawled across a tall, skinny building in the distance: "Welcome to Silicon City."
A gigantic wall to the left of them had layers of artwork covering it. Hundreds of artists walked along glass balconies with no railings and used paint, chalk, stencils, and more to express themselves along the wall, going over others' work with additions and subtractions.
Vaughn followed Ima's eyes to the wall. "Purists who prefer the old methods. There's no tracking mechanism though, so they can't make money off of it."
"Tracking?" Ima asked.
Vaughn didn't answer her implied question. "You have a lot to learn about this world."
Nahum clutched his forehead. "This isn't possible." He inhaled and exhaled heavily, like he might have a panic attack.
Ima squeezed his hand. "We'll figure this out together, okay?" Nahum nodded, letting go of her hand and wrapping his arm across her shoulders.
Vaughn's entire body stiffened and he coughed to get their attention. "It's 5:21am and we're meeting Nasser at seven. We have to move."
With much effort, Nahum started walking, though he seemed to be in a daze still. They reached the edge of glass platform and Vaughn found a set of bins full of gloves. He dug through them and found two pairs, handing one to Ima and one to Nahum.
"You might need these for the drop."
Ima took her gloves, trying not to feel overwhelmed. She didn't know what he meant by "drop," but if it had anything to do with falling, she was in for trouble.
Vaughn walked to the corner of the platform and sat on the edge of a carved-out hole in the glass. The hole had a pole sticking up from it. "I'll slide first," he said. "It's only about 40 stories down, but people have been known to fall."
Ima gaped at the hole. "You're kidding, right?"
Vaughn tapped on the pole and it dinged, exposing its hollowness. "Pretty cool, huh? Very eco-friendly."
"Very
dangerous," Ima replied.
"Those gloves have extra grips on them," Vaughn said, shrugging off her concern. "See you at the bottom." He grabbed onto the pole barehanded and fell through the hole, sliding down the pole with ease. Ima watched him drop through the glass. He landed smoothly on the ground level, a tiny dot from where she stood.
A short line had formed behind them, giving Ima the impression that they needed to move faster. But she couldn't wrap her head around the task ahead of her. It terrified her.
Nahum held his hand out to indicate that she was next. "Ladies, first." He looked a lot better, like he had recovered from the initial shock of where they were.
Ima shook her head, backing away from the hole.
He slipped the gloves over his hands and grabbed the pole. "Hurry down, then." She watched him drop, and minutes later, he had reached the ground level too.
"Are you going to drop, or not?" Ima turned around to find nine people waiting on her. She recognized the acid-blue hair of the woman who had spoken to her, one of the few women among the VR testers. She had first noticed her in the locker rooms, probably.
Ima took a deep breath. She couldn't distract herself from this task by thinking about the nakedness, because that only led her to the image of Vaughn's naked body, put on full display just to make her uncomfortable. She emptied her mind of all thoughts as she slipped her gloves on and sat at the edge of the hole, just like Vaughn had. He stared up at her from below and held his thumb up to her.
Dash, she thought. She was doing this for Dash. She gripped the pole as tight as she could and let herself fall.
"Aaahh!" she screamed as she dropped farther and faster, down and down, in what felt like a never-ending fall.
She landed at street level onto a surprisingly soft padding that seemed built into the sidewalk. Vaughn clapped for her. "About time. I thought I might have to climb back up and get you."
"You mean take the elevator," she said.
He chuckled. "See the grips on the side of the building?" He pointed at a pattern of strategically placed indents and outdents along the wall, leading all the way to the top. A small glass platform with a door to the inside hung at each floor level.
Nahum looked up at the pattern in amazement. "Wow. You really
are
eco-friendly."
"Well, it's also how we keep out the degenerates," Vaughn said. "They can't scale the walls, just don't have the physical strength. That elevator we took is one of the few in the entire city."
Ima stumbled over Vaughn's words, perplexed. The strangeness of this new world overwhelmed her, from the perfectly sculpted bodies to the dangerous methods of going up and down in buildings to the technology and the fact that Vaughn seemed so connected to it. She knew eventually the questions would come to her like a steady stream of ammunition and she would fire each one off until Vaughn made her stop. But for now, she just tried to absorb everything around her.
She walked alongside Vaughn, dodging through the throngs of people. Bodies packed the streets, but not just any bodies. Ima didn't see any children or parents or elders anywhere; everyone looked about the same age.
As if the flood of living bodies weren't enough, robots of all sizes and shapes roamed the streets, like a Star Wars movie. Ima had lived in a city all her life, but this crowd was on a different level than she had experience with.
"We have to hurry," Vaughn said. "It's 5:37 now, and we still have to pass through the downtown."
"How do you always know what time it is?" Ima asked.
He stopped and faced her, cupping her face in his hand and grabbing the bone of her jawline. He lightly lifted her head to his and stared into her eyes. "Don't you have bionics?"
Ima's breath caught in her throat—she hadn't looked into Vaughn's eyes until that moment, but was surprised to find they were a deep purple with flecks of green and yellow, like a mardi gras celebration. His black pupils seemed backlit, like being in his own city had brought him to life.
"Bionics?" she asked.
Vaughn pressed his fingers to the bottom of her eyelids, yanking them down. Concern crossed his face. "Whoa. They're real."
"What's real?" Nahum glared at Vaughn, seemingly annoyed, though Ima still hadn't figured out why.
"Her natural eyes." Vaughn rubbed his temple, looking suddenly exhausted. "We'll have to get you new ones. In the meantime, both of you keep your heads down and don't look at anyone or anything." He adjusted her hood over her eyes so that she could only see where she was stepping.
He started walking again, then halted abruptly as if he had forgotten something. "Oh, and run along the edges of the track when we get there. I normally run in the fastest lane, but I'll drop to the slowest one so you two can keep pace."
They cleared past the crowd and onto a long, flat street. The street swarmed with lanes of runners, some of the fastest runners Ima had ever seen. Vaughn broke into what looked like an effortless jog and merged onto the street with ease, falling into one of the middle lanes, then switching to the slow outer one.
"Show off," Nahum mumbled.
Ima looked at him in amazement. "How long do you think we have to run for?"
Nahum shrugged, his eyes still on Vaughn. He stepped into the outermost lane with a determined look on his face. Ima joined him and the other joggers and tried to match Vaughn's pace.
As they jogged, the city skyline changed—the buildings and roads seemed to be in constant movement, as if someone were architecting them in real time. Robotic arms with needlelike spears for hands squirted foam onto a half-raised staircase, leading from the ground level to a bridge several levels up. The foam expanded and hardened to form each step. Ahead of them, a couple teenagers used their own robot to spray away a section of the underpass. The foam melted into a runny substance that the robot quickly absorbed. The teenagers and the robot disappeared into the bridge.
Ima ran a bit faster to get within Vaughn's earshot. "There are walking paths hidden in the bridge?"
"Nah, they're probably doing something OTG—I mean, off the grid." Vaughn slowed down when he saw the confusion on Ima's face. "The grid is how the city is organized. You upload what you need and The Gridmaster approves it, and then one of the botties makes it happen." When Vaughn said the word "botty," he pointed at the robotic arm on the staircase.
Nahum fixated on a squad of botties spraying down an apartment complex about 50 stories tall. A complimentary squad of botties laid some sort of synthetic pavement where the complex had been. "How do you keep up with the city layout?"
Vaughn looked surprised. "GPS of course. You guys haven't heard of that? It was invented before your time."
Ima squinted at Vaughn, noticing the lack of any sort of device. "The GPS is in your head, isn't it?"
Vaughn grinned. "My eyes, to be specific. But the bionics transmit to the brain, so you have the right idea."
"I feel completely lost here," she admitted.
"You'll get used to it," Vaughn said. "Our lifestyle may seem strange at first, but humans haven't changed as much as you'd think in the last two hundred years."
Ima thought back to a futuristic book she and Dash had once read. The real future world looked much different than Gibson, the author, had predicted. Different, but the same in so many ways—proof that humanity connected people, even with centuries of space between them.
Ima sped up and ran into Nahum, who had moved in front of them without her noticing. She stumbled over him and nearly fell to the ground, breaking her pace.
Immediately, a man on the track yelled at her. "Get off, degenerate! I'm reporting you!"
Vaughn stopped running. "Not good," he said. "Follow me."
Slowing down to talk to Vaughn made Ima realize how exhausted she felt and how badly her legs burned. But now he was running faster, off the track and into the streets. Nahum ran after him, with Ima bringing up the rear.
A squad of men appeared behind her, chasing after them. "You're under arrest!"
Ima knew she should run faster, but her legs slowed down against her will, and her muscles screamed in pain. She looked ahead and couldn't find Vaughn or Nahum. Just when she was about to give herself up to the men, Vaughn appeared out of nowhere and scooped her into his arms, taking off down the street.
They flew down a skinny alleyway that Ima would have never seen or found on her own. Nahum crouched behind a large blue container that looked a bit like a dumpster, but didn't smell like one. Despite the cool temperatures, sweat drenched Nahum's face and hair. Ima imagined she looked the same. Vaughn, on the other hand, looked like he'd just gotten dressed for the day, not a hint of sweat or tiredness anywhere on him.
Ima breathed heavily as she rubbed her calves, attempting to massage some of the pain out of them. "I think we lost them."
Nahum wiped the sweat from his forehead with his sleeve. "Who were they, anyway?"
"Oh, just replications," Vaughn said. "Like the guards on the Logan Square platform. They're basically machines in human form, but they don't have the same complex thoughts a human would. They appear and reappear whenever they're needed, to do the jobs no one enjoys."
Nahum's eyes widened. "They
looked
real. And those guards at the Logan Square stop were solid flesh and blood. I punched one of them."
"The technology isn't like anything you would have seen in the 2000's, but it works a bit like the way the foam works. The foam is solid when you need it, but can be disintegrated and recycled when you're done with it." Vaughn suddenly laughed out loud. "You're both hungry, aren't you?"
Ima hadn't had food on her mind at all until Vaughn had said something, but suddenly she felt like she hadn't eaten in days. "How—?"
"I can hear your stomachs grumbling." Vaughn motioned for them to follow him. "We're late to meet Nasser anyway, so come on. I'll buy you both some drinks, my treat."



CHAPTER TEN
Pop
 

IMA stared at the blank, white walls of the juice bar Vaughn had taken them to. On the way over, he had explained that most buildings didn't need physical signs anymore, because people with bionics knew exactly where they were at any given moment.
It would be like labeling all the objects in your house, he had said,
labeling a chair "chair," and a coat hook "coat hook."
He also mentioned that the bionics let people fill in blank walls with anything they could imagine, so physical decorations only added clutter and wasted physical resources. Ima tried to picture something fun on the blank walls, but she couldn't come up with any images on her own. She was accustomed to people painting her world for her.
Nahum and Ima sat across from Vaughn in a cramped booth made for two people instead of three. Nahum's arm kept brushing up against hers, making her nervous. For some reason, sitting next to him in a book reminded her of a romantic comedy, which caused everything she had felt when she had first met him flood back to her.
Everything had happened in a rush since the concert explosion, and Ima hadn't had time to think about her embarrassing attempt to throw herself at him the night before. Now that they were out of immediate danger, his presence reminded her that they had unfinished business left to explore. She wasn't sure how she felt, or that she needed to complicate her life at the moment. They would be lucky to just survive the new world, given what had happened so far.
Twelve cups of water sat on the table, four for each of them. Next to each cup sat a pill—yellow for fat, red for carbs, blue for protein, and green for vitamins.
Vaughn took the red pill, ripped it in half like a pack of sugar, and poured it into his cup. He set his cup into a contraption on the table and it whirled and hissed. When the machine finished, the cup had a pink, swirly liquid inside.
Nahum looked at the four cups in distaste.
"Not up to your standards?" Vaughn asked, shooting his drink. He swallowed the mixture in one large gulp. "I would get you something else, but we're rebuilding our hash. We can't afford real food, plus it's bad for you anyway. Extremely difficult to maintain a balanced diet."
"Synthetic food can't cost that much," Nahum countered. He grinned. "We had it in our little fake world, at least."
Vaughn chuckled. "Synthetic food is even worse for you than real food. Shortens your life. We stopped eating that stuff at the turn of the century. It gave people long-term hyperactivity, which can kill you. LTH took out a lot of the population, kind of like cancer in your day, except a bigger deal because the population had dwindled so low already. Plus, people live indefinitely now."
Nahum's nose twitched. "People don't live indefinitely."
Ima giggled at his frank assuredness, but Vaughn looked genuinely surprised. "Of course we do. Have you seen anyone who looks over the age of twenty-five to you?"
"What does that mean, though?" Ima asked out of curiosity. "How could you live indefinitely? You may not look older, but you still age."
Vaughn grinned. "Like I said before—there's a lot you don't understand about this world."
Ima rolled one of the pills back and forth across the table. "Why don't you help us understand, then?"
Vaughn's laughter came from deep in his stomach, rising out of his throat.
"What's so funny?" she asked, frowning.
"It's just that we don't ask questions like you do anymore. Asking questions is a sign of degeneration. But you ask them so freely, like asking questions is a good thing."
"There are answers you can't find on a computer," Ima replied. "Questions about love, or loyalty, or honesty."
"We don't concern ourselves with love in this world."
"Love is everything, though. It touches every aspect of what you do. How can love not be of concern to you?"
Vaughn didn't answer. He ripped another pill open and dropped it in his cup.
"A stone wall," Ima said, drumming her fingers against the table at the mystery in front of her. "How old are you, then, if you won't answer anything else?"
Vaughn wagged his eyebrows suggestively, the playfulness coming back to his eyes. "Do you like older men?"
Nahum's eyes widened in mock terror. "Creeper!"
Ima laughed. "Large age differences are frowned upon where I come from."
"See?" Nahum slapped the table and pointed at Vaughn. "Sweet, innocent, traditional. I like it."
Vaughn tilted his head, giving a half-shrug. "Age doesn't matter much here." He glanced at her. "But if you really want to know, I'm eighteen."
"So he says," Nahum added in a stage whisper, making Ima giggle again. He winked at her, and she started to feel it again—that connection that they had in that concert hall, when he told her about his vision. It seemed so long ago that she had kissed him, that they had shared a moment. But now Nahum seemed to be getting back to the good-natured, soul-baring guy she had met just twelve hours earlier. Maybe there was a reason she was here with Nahum instead of Dash. Maybe something good could come out of this mess.
Vaughn seemed to notice something pass between them, because he suddenly looked extremely uncomfortable. Ima grabbed one of the pills—the green one, because it felt the most familiar to her—and ripped it open the same way Vaughn had. She poured it into the cup and set the cup in the contraption.
"Teach us more about this world," she told him.
Vaughn's face turned hard, and the good-natured, joking teenager she had seen just minutes earlier sizzled away like drops of water on a frying pan. "You'll learn soon enough. I could tell you, but once you have bionics you'll just know. It's a waste of my breath."
Ima frowned at his cold tone. "You could at least give us an overview." She retrieved the cup from the contraption and tipped her head back. The mixture tasted like she expected a vitamin to taste, except this one burned her throat. She scrunched her nose and set the cup down disdainfully, without finishing it.
Vaughn watched Ima with pure contempt, and for a minute Ima thought he might not answer her.
"Come on, dude." Nahum ripped one of his pills open and dropped it in the drink. "I was kidding about your age."
Vaughn scoffed. "I know that."
"Look, no whirly." Nahum shot his drink without stirring it first. He made a face like he'd eaten something sour, and Ima laughed. He chased the drink with one, two, three cups of water, gargling with the last one. "Blegh," he said, shaking his torso back and forth. He stuck out his tongue and tried to wipe it clean with some napkins from the table.
Ima cracked up; even Vaughn couldn't help but chuckle. "You're an idiot," he told Nahum. He looked at Ima and his anger melted off his face. "Fine," he said in a kinder voice. "Chicago is ruled by the artists—musicians, programmers, performers, chefs, virtual realists, media creators—who create things. Not every city is like this. We're just known for innovation, you know? Silicon City and all. So, anyone can be an artist as long as they have the talent to find buyers for their art. Or, if they have independent wealth—that works too. Though most of those people are Butterflies—they consume art in large amounts.
"Everyone else makes a job around art. Mixers create art from other artists' work; Analysts draw insights from artists' work; Curators tell us what art is good and what art isn't; Influencers share information curators pay them to share. Artists also have a staff of people, typically Iterators and Testers, who help them make their art better. Some have Supercuts that help them find derivative patterns and cliches in their work. And then there are Functionals, who oversee tasks like medical care, city planning, and population control. They are still creatives, but they have more boundaries; they have to follow company regulations also."
Ima noticed an overdressed woman sitting in a corner of the bar, sipping her juice out of an expensive glass. She wore a strawberry pink skirt with an orange and white print top—nothing particularly out of the ordinary, but looking expensive all the same, like she'd bought the outfit straight off a runway instead of buying the cheap knock-off version at Target.
"Butterfly?" Ima guessed.
"Close," Vaughn said, eyeing the woman. "But Butterflies don't mingle with the general population. They're too rich." He tapped his fingers on the table rhythmically, pounding out a short, snappy beat. "She's probably an Influencer. They tend to invest in nicer things by skimping on expensive meals and housing."
"I don't understand," Nahum said. "How do Influencers make money?"
"ATs." Ima and Nahum stared at Vaughn blankly. "Affiliate Trackers," he explained. "Every time someone covets their work, they get a cut of the Artists' profits."
Ima nodded her head like it all made sense, but she didn't actually get it. Vaughn noticed. "It's like this," he started—Ima could tell he struggled to minimize the exasperation in his voice—"Let's say someone makes clothes—you call those people designers, or, in this world, Artists. And let's say there's someone who picks out those clothes and makes them look good together—you call those people stylists, or Curators. So an Influencer would be the equivalent of the model or celebrity who wears the clothes and makes them look good. Influencers are like advertisements—they are what we as a society aspire to. Only our process is more democratic than yours, because anyone can be an Influencer as long as they can create an aspiration."
Nahum pointed at an older man—maybe the oldest Ima had seen since arriving—hobbling near a brick building, tinkering with a robot. "What is that guy aspiring to?"
"Oh, him?" Vaughn's nose crinkled. "A degenerate. He's one of the humans who refuses to upgrade to bionics, who never had age preservations when he was young, who doesn't use muscle enhancers… his body is what yours will look like if you don't upgrade." Vaughn smirked at Nahum. "If Nasser lets you stay, he'll pay for your upgrade. He's good for that."
"Degenerate," Ima said thoughtfully. "That's what that man on the track called me."
Vaughn nodded. "In this world, you're a degenerate. You don't have the look of one quite yet, because you haven't lived here long enough. But if you don't upgrade, you'll have a hard time surviving here."
Ima didn't know what upgrading meant, but she didn't think she would like it when she found out. She tilted her head to the side, perplexed. She finally asked, "And what are you?"
Vaughn brushed his long brown hair out of his face, making it easier to see his jaw line. Ima thought he had a nice bone structure, if only he wouldn't cover it up with all that hair, like those people who layered shaggy carpet over their expensive hardwood floors.
"A Tester," he said. "On the surface, at least. My night job is a little more black market, if you know what I mean."
Nahum snorted. "Like what, the mafia?"
"Something like that."
"And I thought your night job was blowing up innocent people," Nahum mumbled under his breath, so that only Ima could hear. Out of the corner of her eye, she caught Vaughn roll his eyes. She wondered if he had bionic hearing also.
"No really," Ima said. "What are you? I don't believe you're just a Tester—you're too…" Ima searched for the right word. "Rebellious."
Vaughn gave Ima a small smile. "And
you're
too observant for your own—"
A crash outside cut Vaughn's words short.
"Damn, flash riot." Vaughn groaned. "We have to go." Vaughn threw back his head and shot his last drink, just as the glass window next to their table blasted inward; it shattered, spraying shards of sharp glass that sliced across all their faces.



CHAPTER ELEVEN
Riot
 

THE woman dressed like a summer sherbet shrieked and ran behind the counter to find shelter. Ima reached up to brush the glass from her face and hair. She examined her blood-dotted hands, looking for major cuts. Everything seemed intact.
Ima peeked over the booth to see what had caused the glass to break. In front of the juice bar, thousands of people swarmed the streets, when just thirty seconds earlier the streets had been deserted. As more and more people filled the streets, the weaker ones fell backwards into the shop. Within seconds, the riot trampled Ima, trapping her under a stampede of heavy human legs. Feet kicked at her, leaving sharp pains on her lower back, against her shin, on the top of her head. Ima curled into a ball to protect her vital organs from further damage.
The deafening sound of chaotic screaming and cheering and stomping filled the juice bar. Ima shouted at the people standing on top of her, but no one moved or looked down. Instead, they cried out furiously at something out of Ima's view. She pulled her arms over her head to protect her face and ears, leaving her stomach exposed. A well-placed kick to her chest left her breathless. As her breathing ability faded, she wondered if she would die in this spot—if the people above her would ever hear her, ever realize that they were crushing her, killing her.
Then, she felt masculine hands grab her body—she struggled and kicked and screamed at her captor, but he pulled her out from under the crowd. Above the din of the riot, she heard a small, distinct voice—it's me, the voice said.
"E." Nahum's hot breath grazed her ear, his words like whispered screams. Her lungs began to function again and she took sharp, deep breaths, coughing to clear her throat.
He lifted her into his arms and cradled her. She buried her head in his neck thankfully, glad that he had saved her, yet again.
The crowd pressed in on them, growing larger and denser with every passing second. A drop of liquid hit Ima's face and she looked up; Vaughn hovered over her, his cheek splattered with blood. His eyes flashed with concern, then filled with an unusual hardness.
"Follow me," Vaughn told Nahum. He spared a single, solitary glance for Ima before adding, "And don't drop her."
Anger flickered across Nahum's face, and his nose got a familiar twitch. Ima spent a few seconds trying to place where she'd seen that twitch before—it seemed like a twitch reserved for Vaughn, like a private message to him. Nahum looked down at Ima and his face softened instantly. "Hold onto me."
She wrapped her arms around his neck and he pushed forward into the crowd, after Vaughn. She rested her head against his shoulder, delighting in his height. At that level, she could see everything taking place.
A booming voice vibrated passionately through the crowd, crisp and clear, like it was streaming through a microphone—it wasn't though. The voice came from a large, young man with bright, neon green hair, hollow cheekbones, and slit, narrow eyes. He stood by himself on a tall platform that hovered in the center of the street, floating above the crowd.
"Chicago is one of the richest, most vibrant cities among the Independent West Nations," he said. "My company entrances you—the artists of the world—to open source the fruits of your labor and make your work free for all in other cities, that they may rejuvenate their economies and reach a level of wealth only we have experienced."
A mixture of ear-shattering applause and roaring anger echoed all around Ima, stirring a sharp pain in her temple. Several gunshots rang out and shards of metal ricocheted off an invisible half sphere that surrounded the man. The man smiled like a politician, slightly insincere, and took no notice of the fact that several people in the crowd were trying to assassinate him.
"Right now," he continued, "it costs FACE too much in royalty fees to distribute art to developing cities. We once worked together to eliminate long-term copyright that kept art out of the public domain for up to 70 years, so that it could be recycled and reused royalty-free within less than five years of creation. Since then, we've seen astounding economic growth and a 22nd
century renaissance that rivals every other renaissance in history!"
An amazonian woman a few feet from them screeched, "Protect Creativity!" Above her, a holographic sign said, "No 'right, No flight" in large letters. The sign flashed for a few seconds, then switched to another message—"We Pay, You Profit." The words had a large red 'X' through them.
The man continued his speech. "It is our obligation—nay, our moral duty—to help our fellow cities experience a similar renaissance that increases wealth and benefits the entire population."
"Thief!" A crowd-dweller to Ima's left shouted at the man. His arm wound up and he threw a small ball no larger than a tennis ball in the slit-eyed man's direction. The tennis ball hit the invisible barrier that protected the man and splattered like a paintball, staining the barrier with a silver foamy substance.
Suddenly, hundreds of similar balls sprang forth from all over the crowd, slingshotting toward the man's barrier. Within seconds, the entire barrier was a dome of silver and the crowd exploded with movement, closing in on the man. His platform sunk toward the ground, perhaps under the weight of the silver? Ima couldn't tell.
Vaughn, who seemed less distracted by the chaos, had gotten too far ahead of them. He circled back toward Nahum and Ima. He grabbed Nahum's arm and got right up in his face. "Move!" he shouted.
Nahum tightened his grip on Ima and did his best to move, fighting against the natural direction of the crowd.
Ima glanced back at the amazonian woman, who stared her down menacingly. "You gonna pay for that?" she shouted.
Ima looked away. A second later, the woman had ripped Ima from Nahum's arms. She held her up by the hooded material near her neck.
"Who do you think you are?" she asked. "You think I create art for free?"
Ima shook her head, aghast. "No, of course not," she said, not because she understood the woman, but because it seemed like the answer the woman wanted.
"Where's your payment then?"
Ima blinked. "I don't—" she started. "I mean, I—"
The woman tightened her grip, lifting Ima off the ground. She shoved a rectangle, no larger than a wallet clip, into Ima's face. "Give me your hand," the woman insisted. "Or I'll report you right here, right now."
Vaughn appeared next to the woman and pressed his finger against the rectangle.
"That'll be enough," he said with authority, ripping the woman's hands from Ima's hoodie. The woman looked down at a number on the rectangle, then looked at Vaughn in shock. Without another word, he lifted Ima, throwing her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. Nahum followed them, a mixture of anger and fear on his face, as they made their way from the crowd, finally escaping it.
Ima felt tears stinging against her eyes. She couldn't see Vaughn, but she pictured his anger in her mind.
"I'm sorry," she said, biting her trembling lip, trying not to let her voice waver. "I don't understand what happened."
Vaughn set her down and, to her surprise, brushed a single tear from her face with his index finger. The hard look on his face softened, and he shrugged. "I told you not to look at anything."
Vaughn led them to a set of doors that opened into an actual park. Vaughn and Ima stepped through while Nahum trailed behind them, looking a bit sullen. As they walked, she realized she hadn't seen a single tree anywhere in the city until now—just glass and metal and silvery foam. The steady quietness of the park gave her silence to think in. She felt happy to have a break from the insanity in the downtown and happy to have trees and flowers to visit once they had settled into this new city.
A woman with long purple eyelashes, who kind of reminded Ima of a butterfly, brushed by her with tattooed art entirely covering both her arms. One of the tattoos started out as a young boy who grew just a little older with each second, until he looked like a man. To her amazement, the tattoo played like a home video.
She looked at Vaughn for explanation. "How—?"
"Pixel skin-grafts," he whispered into her ear. "Some people do their entire bodies in them. Doesn't do much in terms of protection, but lets you change your outfit on a Clout."
Nahum caught up to them. "Who was that man with the green hair?" he asked.
Concern flickered over Vaughn's face. "Alazar Wrightwood. He's the CEO of FACE and he owns about half the city—lots of buildings, tons of restaurants, all the satellites that let us communicate with other cities, even the company that creates those nutritional pills we had at the juice bar."
Nahum frowned. "I hope he's okay—those people tried to kill him."
Vaughn waved his hand through the air. "It wasn't really him, just a projection. He's not stupid enough to show up to a flash riot in person."
"Why were those people so mad?" Ima asked.
Vaughn tensed. "Alazar Wrightwood is trying to ban international copyright so that artists only make money off of intra-city sales. Some artists, like chefs, could care less because they don't sell to international markets. But for many artists, the bulk of their audiences are in other cities." Vaughn's eyes turned to slits. "Alazar claims he wants to help less fortunate cities, but the real reason he wants to open source work from Chicago is so he can sell it to other cities for just a distribution fee. He's trying to cut the artist out. And unfortunately, he owns the city's satellite system, which we use to communicate and transfer data to other cities."
Vaughn held the exit door open for Ima, and they walked through a tunnel that went under several winding trackways above. When they reached the center, Vaughn pulled what looked like a spray can out of a pocket inside his jacket. He carefully drew a hole the size of a sewer lid in the ground. Seconds later, the outlined hole fell through, leaving an open gap in the middle of the road.
Ima looked down at the gaping hole and groaned. "Not this again!"



CHAPTER TWELVE
Zip
 

VAUGHN locked eyes with Nahum. "I need you to go first," he said. "Hold on to the hanger, don't look down. The zip line takes about five minutes to complete. There shouldn't be anything waiting when you reach the ground, but if there is, holler up so I don't send Ima into it by herself."
"Can I at least get like, a gun or something?" Nahum asked. "Or those silver paint ball things? Those were pretty sweet."
Vaughn smirked. "I just use my fists."
"Sure you do." Nahum sat at one corner of the hole and grabbed the hanger. He took a deep breath—Ima could tell he was acting braver than he felt—and dipped into the sewer hole with a whoosh. Ima inhaled unexpectedly as Nahum swung back and forth, suspended right inside the sewer hole for several seconds.
Vaughn ducked his head into the hole. "Get on with it," he bellowed, giving Nahum a shove.
Nahum let out a yell, then disappeared, his voice echoing softer and softer as he moved away from them into the unknown darkness.
"You're next," Vaughn told Ima, grabbing a second hanger from an inset inside the hole. To Ima's surprise, the inset held hundreds of hangers. Clearly, Vaughn used this route often.
Ima slowly lowered herself into the hole, her heart threatening to jump out of her chest. She breathed heavily, trying not to think of falling, trying not to think of small spaces, trying not to think of darkness.
Vaughn took her hand in his. "Don't be afraid of the darkness," he said softly to her, guessing her thoughts with uncanny accuracy. "It's perfectly safe. I just wanted to scare Nahum."
"Well, it worked," Ima said, grabbing onto the hanger with both hands. She closed her eyes and slid off the edge of the hole, dropping rapidly into it. She gripped the hanger as tightly as she could.
Ima felt Vaughn's fingers on the small of her back. He whispered into her ear, "Do you prefer 'E' to Ima?"
Ima's face flushed, burning so hot she was sure Vaughn could feel it. "What?" Her panic level rose, partly from hanging into a sea of blankness; partly from the intimacy of Vaughn's hands on her. "I mean, my name is Ima."
Seconds of silence hung between them. "Then why—" Vaughn started.
"You can call me 'E' too," Ima replied quickly, kicking her legs out to move herself. She screamed as the hanger slid along the thin wire above her, faster and faster, until she was free-flying through the darkness with no safety net and no knowledge of where she might land. The glide went on and on, Ima screaming the entire way, until finally, the hanger caught. The unexpected halt of motion sent Ima flying. She landed in a soft, springy cloud of cotton, practically on top of another body. Nahum's.
She scrambled off of him. "Are you okay?" she asked, holding out her hand to help him up. "I'm so sorry for landing—"
To her surprise, Nahum laughed. "It's okay, you just knocked me over. You flew off the handle, literally." His laugh deepened, echoing against the dank brick that surrounded them. The underground tunnel looked surprisingly like a train stop on the Blue Line.
A heavy whooshing sound ringed above, and a few seconds later Vaughn landed neatly on his feet in front of them.
"You're both still alive," he said. He seemed neither pleased nor disappointed. "I wondered if that pile of synthetic material was still there to catch your landing."
"Nice of you to tell us," Nahum said casually.
Ima noticed a large red sign that spelled out "Diversey" rusting on the wall of the tunnel.
"These are the old 'L' tracks," Ima said with recognition. "The Red Line?"
"Yep," Vaughn said. "No one uses them anymore, though, so we hide out here." He walked in one of the directions and Ima followed, with Nahum trailing behind them.
About fifteen minutes later, they came across a group of tents. "Here we are," Vaughn said. "Home, sweet home."
Ima's mouth dropped. "You live in tents?" She couldn't believe it—with all the technology available, with botties who could build and blow away entire staircases in just minutes, Vaughn chose instead to live in a ratty old tent.
"This is temporary," a shadowy figure said. "We're working our way back up the food chain." A soft light lit up the boyish eyes attached to the shadowy figure. But when Ima looked closer, she realized that while the figure had boyish eyes, he also had broad shoulders and sexy forearms, the kind that were thin enough not to be bulky, but strong enough that they could lift her with.
Vaughn made his way toward the figure."You brought new recruits?" the man asked.
"Not exactly," Vaughn replied. "They need our help."
The man folded his arms across his chest. "I'm not running a charity."
"Nasser—" Vaughn started. Nasser raised an eyebrow, and he continued. "They need our help in exchange for their allegiance," he amended.
A young woman with glistening hair in every color you could find in a crayon box emerged from one of the tents. She wore a long-sleeve v-neck that sliced down to her waist in both the front and back, secured by a belt. The tight black jeans that clung to her body tucked into her laced leather boots. But her face is what drew Ima in. She had never seen a girl with more beautiful features—not even Lia could hold a candle to this girl's orange eyes, flushed cheeks, and heart-shaped face.
The girl stormed toward Vaughn and shoved his right shoulder. "Where the hell have you been? You told us you'd be back two hours ago!"
"We took the long way," Vaughn said carefully, subtly tilting his head in Nahum and Ima's direction. He turned to them; his eyes widened and a not-quite-there smile appeared on his face. "This is Ember."
Ember locked eyes with Ima and stalked over to her. "Who the hell are you?" she asked accusingly.
"I—" Ima blinked, flustered. How had she already started off on the wrong foot with this girl? She sometimes felt like she gave off an "enemy" vibe to every female she encountered. "My name is—"
Nasser's chuckles cut off Ima's sentence. "Not again, Ember. I told you, we're rebuilding the hash. You can't be the only girl forever." Ember huffed, placing her hands on her hips. Nasser glanced at Ima. "Though that one looks weak. Do you have a special skill?" he asked. "We can't take weak people without skills."
Ember opened her mouth, but Vaughn spoke first.
"Listen to me," he said. "They aren't like us. They came from that VR I tested last night."
Ember's mouth dropped. "You stole sims from the VR? Dumba—"
"They're not sims, they're real." Vaughn grabbed Ima's arm and dragged her over to Nasser. "Touch her," he said. "She has real skin."
Ima didn't know that she was comfortable with Vaughn whoring out her skin to anyone who wanted to touch it, but Nasser intimidated her enough to keep her silent. He noticed her discomfort, and to her surprise, didn't reach out to her.
"I can hear her heart beating," he said. "That's enough proof." He lifted her chin so she was forced to meet his eyes. She felt tense fingers squeeze her shoulders—Nahum's, she assumed, by the hard look on Vaughn's face.
Nasser glanced at Vaughn. "You are telling me that there are real people in the VR you tested last night?"
Ember burst into laughter. "Oh, come on Nasser. It's ridiculous!"
Vaughn ignored her. "Yes, exactly. I don't know how and why, though."
"So what are you suggesting?" Ember asked sarcastically. "That we take these two degenerate humans and… do what? Fix them up like play dolls and parade them around?" She picked at Ima's hoodie disdainfully. "Lord knows she could use a makeover," she added, as if Ima weren't even there.
"No," Vaughn said, "I'm suggesting that we help them and all the other people in the VR. There were more, and I think they're all in danger. We need to save them."
Nasser sat still, not saying anything. He watched the two of them bicker with a hint of boredom in his eyes. Somehow, Ima could tell that their fates rested with his decision, regardless of what the other two thought.
"Pssh," Ember said, blowing her bangs from her face. "We can barely save ourselves right now."
"What do you think?" Ima asked Nasser.
Ember glared at her, horrified. "He already said we're not running a charity." She stepped closer to Ima, staring down at her. "You can't just trounce in here with your perfect black hair and your cute, petite little body and think that you can ask the leader of
our
hash—"
"Hey!" Nahum said, cutting Ember off and stepping between the two girls. He snapped all over the air. "Chillax, homegirl. Let's take it down a notch." Ember, shocked, shut up immediately. The whole thing seemed so horribly wrong that Ima couldn't help snickering.
"A couple of fighters!" Nasser exclaimed. "This is what we've been waiting for." Excitement danced across his sky blue eyes. "We need to figure out what this VR is a front for and break the story."
"What?" Vaughn and Ember asked at the same time.
Nasser snapped his fingers at Vaughn. "You said you don't know how or why these humans, degenerate though they might be, are in the VR, correct?"
Vaughn nodded.
"So let's figure it out. Let's stage a massive breakout and expose the company who created it." He turned to Ember. "You've always wanted to be a reporter, haven't you?" He held his hands out, as if he were greeting guests at a party. "Here's your chance."
Ember stared at Vaughn, dumbstruck.
"Nasser, these people need our help, not some crazy PR stunt."
"We'll do both. Two birds, right?"
Ima could practically see Vaughn's and Ember's minds churning as she watched their expressions. She could see now why Nasser was their leader—his voice hummed with excitement and confidence that made it impossible to say 'no' to him.
"Excuse me," Nahum said, "but don't we get a say in all this?"
Ima elbowed him, chastising him for questioning Nasser. She thought back to Vaughn's promise that Nasser would upgrade them if he wanted them to stay. Without the upgrades, Ima knew they couldn't make it in Silicon City on their own. So far, Vaughn had saved them so many times she'd lost count.
Then there was Dash. At the thought of him, all the excitement of the past few hours washed away, leaving a painful hole in her heart. She had to focus and avoid distractions in this new world. She had a mission to save Dash, no matter what it took.
"Yes," Nasser said. "We need more hash members to pull this off." He looked both of them up and down, but not in a leering way. Strictly business. "Neither of you are fit for this world right now, so we're going to need to outfit you. New eyes, new muscles, new organs, some extra height and weight on this one." He looked at Ima at the last part.
Ima's stomach dropped. She didn't even have her ears pierced—now, she was considering getting major surgery on just about every part of her body. Next to her, Nahum gulped.
Ember flamed with outrage. "And how, exactly, are we going to pay for that? You know we don't have the Clout—"
"We'll have to go underground. Black market."
Ember groaned. "Not again."
"Look," Nasser said, "it almost worked out really well for us last time. If it hadn't been for Scar—" Nasser looked at Vaughn's and Ember's frowns. He pursed his lips; a guilty look washed over his face. "Look, let's just forget about it, the past is the past. This is the future we're talking about now." Nasser grinned at Nahum and Ima. "You two—you two are going to be our first lucky stars."
Nahum shot a concerned look to Ima, but she just shook her head. She had no idea what to say, what to do. Finally, she said, "I'll do anything for Dash."
Nahum thought for a moment, then nodded. "We've lost everything," he said. "Our entire world is a lie. So whatever we have to do to start over; if you can help us, and can help us rescue our families and the people we love, we'll do whatever you say."
Nasser clapped his hands, standing up. "Great! It's settled then." He leaned toward them, putting his hands on their shoulders conspiringly. "Now, normally there's this induction process to be part of my hash,"—behind him, Vaughn gave Ima a small smile, shaking his head—"but for you two, we have to get you outfitted for street safety first. You're not going to be of any use to us otherwise." Ima nodded her head bravely, though inside it terrified her to think of what they might do to her.
"Oh—" Nasser acted as if he'd just thought of something—"what are your names?"
"Nahum," Nahum said, "and this is E."
"Ima," she said, correcting him. She glanced at Vaughn, but he didn't show any emotion on his face. She had finally figured out that the two of them were fighting for her attention, and that was why neither seemed to like the other much. She had never had two guys pay attention to her before, though, so she had no idea how to handle the situation.
"Alright then!" Nasser exclaimed, jolting her from her thoughts. He shook both of their hands, one after the other. "Nahum and Ima, welcome to the Socialpunks."



CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Fire
 

THE afternoon grew colder and colder as it progressed into evening. Ima could feel the exhaustion down to her bones, but she couldn't fall asleep, not in the dark, echoing tunnels where the Socialpunks lived. Nahum sat next to her, still and bundled, trying to stay warm. Vaughn had built a fire for them right on the platform, using some wood he found below on the tracks.
Ember had spent the entire afternoon nagging Vaughn about the fire. She didn't understand why they needed it, didn't understand why Vaughn would waste so much time trying to keep Nahum and Ima warm. The three Socialpunks had some way of regulating their body heat and weren't affected by the plummeting temperatures. But Vaughn had noticed Ima's shivers right away, and Ember wasn't happy about that.
"They'll get sick," Vaughn would reply, over and over again. Ember would mumble something about degenerates and stalk off. Ten minutes later, she'd be back, trying to get Vaughn's attention again.
Less than an hour after Vaughn found the wood, he had a nice fire started. Ima was amazed he'd even figured it out at all, much less so quickly. She had never learned to build a fire, and she wasn't sure that she or Nahum could have done it on their own, in a place like the tunnels.
While Vaughn had been making the fire, Nasser had sat both of them down to grill them about their lives. He had wanted to know everything—about their families, their strengths, their weaknesses, their friends, what they tended to eat and drink, where they had been, what they had been exposed to—every little detail of their time in The Dome. Nahum could only remember about a week of his life, so his interrogation was much shorter than Ima's. When it was her turn, she found herself admitting things that were typically too hard to talk about. She told Nasser about Dash, about her mother, about Lia and the other girls at school. She even told him a bit about her father, though she glossed over a lot of things and left out the more disturbing parts. Something about Nasser's personality made her feel at ease; he had a way of showing fascination over even the most mundane things in her life. She had some suspicion that he was fishing for something specific. At the same time, she felt this compulsive urge to please him. She found herself studying his reactions to see if she was giving the right answers.
By the end of the questioning, he seemed happy enough. He retreated to his tent, and Ima hadn't seen him since.
Ember's sulkiness had improved greatly once the fire was riotously towering above them. She seemed almost cheery, sitting on the concrete next to Vaughn, whispering and flirting with him. She had her arms wrapped around his neck and was practically in his lap. Vaughn didn't seem to mind, though, which Ima found strange, since she had been getting this feeling that he was interested in her. That feeling evaporated when she saw him smiling and laughing with Ember, accepting her kisses with pleasure. She was not on his mind, not in the slightest. A part of her felt relieved, while another part felt pathetic for thinking she would even be the object of his affection when a girl like Ember was in the room.
Ima huddled closer to Nahum. His body heat felt good and safe. After everything that had happened, she only had a small piece of home left, and that was Nahum.
They had pills again for supper. Ima and Nahum both politely refused, but Vaughn saw right through them. He rustled up some synthetic candy bars and handed them over. Ima tore into hers hungrily, to Ember's disdain.
"Is it time to sleep yet?" Ember asked, shooting Ima a disgusted look.
"Will we sleep out here?" Nahum asked. The Socialpunks only had three tents, and they were the only ones who needed the fire.
"There's a bed big enough for both of you in my tent," Ember said. She glanced over at Vaughn with a smile. "I can sleep in Vaughn's bed tonight."
Vaughn glanced at Ima uneasily. Ember's smile wavered when she saw the look that passed between them.
"Great," Ima said, trying to distract her from Vaughn's hesitation. She stood up and pulled her blankets into a tighter wrap across her shoulders. Ember could have him, for all she cared. It was better that way, and she didn't want to get in any deeper on the rainbow-haired girl's bad side.
Nahum and Vaughn stood up at the same time. "Wait," Vaughn said, and he rushed over to his own tent. He emerged with what looked like two glass jars. He walked back toward the fire and set one of the jars down on the ground. He held the other jar over the flames.
"Are you crazy?" Ember asked, yanking his wrist away from the fire. Vaughn screwed the lid over the jar as fast as he could, as if he were trying to capture something he didn't want to escape. Ima looked closely, and her instincts were right; inside the jar, a soft orange substance glowed like a pulsing energy. Vaughn held the jar out to Ima with a smile. She took it with both hands, and a warmth spread through her fingers.
"You caught the fire for me." Ima glanced up at him with a small smile. His stare beat down on her, penetrating the deepest corners of her heart. A new warmth spread through her entire body, but this time she didn't think it was coming from the jar. He brushed a loose strand of hair away from her nose, sending a soft tingle across her face at the touch of his fingers.
Nahum grabbed the jar from Ima's hands, breaking her out of her trance. "How does this work?" He held the jar up to his face to get a better look.
Vaughn picked up the other jar with sudden, jagged movements and held it over the flames. He seemed as disoriented as Ima felt, like they'd both been jolted from a dream. Across the fire, the flames danced over Ember's face. Ima had a hard time interpreting her expression, with half of her features covered in shadows. But her orange eyes, made brighter by the fiery light, looked hard and cold as ever.
"It captures and replicates a particular environment," Vaughn replied. He handed the second jar to Ima, this time not making eye contact with her. "These should keep you warm tonight." He walked away and grabbed a large bucket of what looked like ashes or dust. "Stand back," he warned them. With a single sweeping motion, he dumped the bucket over the fire and the tunnel went black, save for the two glass jars, as if a vacuum had sucked away the rest of the light.
There was nothing left of the evening. Ima thanked Vaughn again for the fire in a jar, bid Ember goodnight, and walked to Ember's tent. Nahum followed Ima and they ducked inside.
She gasped when she saw the spacious interior. From the outside, it was smaller than half of her bedroom at home in The Dome. But inside, there was enough room for a full-sized bed, two side tables, and a metal rack full of clothes.
Immediately, Ima could see the feminine touches in the tent—a number of hairbrushes, an eclectic mix of makeup, and several bottled products. Ima picked up a few out of curiosity, but quickly lost interest when she realized they were all mousses, conditioners, moisturizers, and sprays for Ember's hair. Ima tossed a bottle back onto the side table, disgusted. The girl was obsessed with her oddly colored tresses, and for some reason, this irritated Ima to no end.
"Whoa," Nahum said. Ima glanced up to find him digging through a bookcase-looking piece of furniture that Ima hadn't noticed before. He emerged with what looked like a war hammer.
"Put it back," Ima said, suddenly nervous. She glanced at the entrance to the tent. She did not feel like digging through Ember's things anymore; frankly, the girl scared her. Where Lia had manipulated people with her words, Ember was a true fighter. She had come across as whiny and territorial since the moment Ima had met her, but she suspected that Ember could fight like a man when needed. How else would she last in this world?
Ima felt small and weak and completely inadequate. Nahum was attempting to shove the war hammer back onto the shelf where he found it, but he couldn't lift it high enough. Ima rushed over to help him, and together, they barely lifted it back into place.
"Do you think the operation is going to hurt?" Ima asked him, inhaling and exhaling heavily, trying to catch her breath. She knew the upgrades were necessary, knew it was the only way to save Dash and to compete in this world—but the idea that she would ever be able to lift that war hammer seemed preposterous without major changes to her bone structure and muscles. By this time tomorrow, she wouldn't be herself anymore. She wouldn't even recognize her arms, her legs, her torso anymore. The thought of her body changing that much terrified her.
"I'm nervous about tomorrow," Nahum admitted. His face was bright red and he kept looking down, not meeting her eyes.
Still, Ima reveled in his openness; he was completely opposite from Vaughn, whose emotions were sealed up in a vault that no one had the key to.
"We should sleep," she said, trying not to think too much about the two of them anymore. She needed to save her energy for the operation, for Dash. Everything else was a tornado of confusion that she didn't want to dig into too deeply.
She collapsed onto one side of the bed and Nahum crawled in on the other side. Ima rolled over, facing away from him and trying to ignore the nervous butterflies jittering around her stomach. She had only ever slept next to Dash before, and it felt strange and exciting to be next to someone else in a bed.
She shifted around for a minute, trying to find a cozy, restful position. When she had finally gotten comfortable, Nahum spoke, ruining her resolve.
"When you kissed me in the theater, was that just to get back at Dash?"
Ima considered not responding, pretending she was asleep already—but his words made her cringe. She was angry with herself that he would even think that, angrier still that he had every right to ask. She thought about lying, thought about denying her feelings for Dash. But Nahum deserved her honesty, him more than anyone else.
"I don't know," she said. "That's how it started, I suppose." She paused for a moment, gathering her courage. "But I remember how it felt, how I felt so close to you. I've never felt that close to Dash, even as long as I've known him. We have so much history, yet so much unspoken between us. Our relationship is tainted and complicated and painful, but everything with you was so simple, so freeing." She flipped over, facing Nahum. He stared at her with his warm, glowing eyes, the soft yellow ambiance from the fire jar lighting them up. "I loved that." She felt her head spinning under his liquid gaze. "And I
need
that," Ima realized quite suddenly. She needed Nahum, needed what they could have together, needed the open stretch of infinite potential that lay before them. Nahum was a clean slate, a chance to start over, to break away from Dash and her father and the pain in her past. He was good and genuine and candid, and as long as they never lied to each other, as long as they never kept secrets from each other, they could have future.
Nahum turned away from her, staring at the ceiling of the tent, his face alert. "What about Vaughn?"
"What about him?" Ima asked a little too quickly to sound natural. As suddenly as all those earlier words had tumbled out, as soon as she had opened a part of her heart and mind to him, his hardened expression closed her up again.
"Do you have feelings for him?" Nahum asked, a hint of accusation in his voice. "I don't—" Nahum paused to compose his thoughts. "I can live with Vaughn being around us and helping us. He's saved our lives so many times already, and I know a part of you will always care for him because of that. But I don't want to feel jealousy every time he speaks to you, every time he touches you. I want to trust you completely."
"No," she said, sureness in her voice. "I could never be with Vaughn." She didn't know why she felt so strongly, but she knew it was true, that she had no future with someone like him. He was foreign and impatient and every day with him would be like stepping into the middle of a battle. She couldn't live like that. She needed peace in her life, if she were to survive the surgery, the rescue mission, the complete uprooting and assimilation she would have to face over the next several months. She needed someone who could understand what she was going through. That person was Nahum, not Vaughn.
Nahum exhaled the breath he must have been holding, waiting for her answer. He cupped her cheek in his hand and pressed his lips onto hers. She kissed him back, their kisses growing fiercer and more urgent with every minute that passed by. She felt his hands move under her shirt, but his touch was warm and familiar. She was completely at ease with him, and to her surprise, hungry for more of him.
She pulled his closer until their bodies were pressed up against each other. He undressed her slowly, shyly, like every move needed her permission; it did, of course, but she had already decided to give herself to him. A part of her was curious; another part of her wanted to wash away everything that had happened with Dash. The biggest part of her, however, simply wanted to be close to another human being whom she could trust completely, in a world where nothing was as she knew it anymore. She wanted to feel connected, to feel alive, when everything around her seemed cold and calculating. She wanted to experience something new one last time in her frail, useless body. She was about to do something irrevocable to herself, and she needed to feel in control tonight.
"Ima?" Vaughn's voice sounded too loud and too close and too
present
to be outside the tent. Ima scrambled for her clothes. She peeked out from under the blankets to see Vaughn's head poking into their tent.
Nahum swore loudly. "Are you joking?"
"What the hell are you doing in here?" Ima asked Vaughn, pulling her hoodie back over her head. She couldn't believe he had butted in, just when she and Nahum were about to have sex. Her entire face burned, hotter than a fire in a glass jar.
He didn't seem the slightest bit fazed to see the two of them half-naked, entwined in each other. "Ima, I have to speak to you. Now."
Nahum's sigh was so exaggerated that Ima almost didn't agree. "I'll be right back," she promised, pecking Nahum's lips one last time before leaving the warmth of the tent.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Choose
 

"WHAT is it?" Ima asked, chasing after Vaughn. He had walked ahead without her, away from where they were camping.
"Sorry I interrupted you." Vaughn's face and voice were devoid of emotion, and Ima had no idea what he was really thinking. Did he care at all that she was hooking up with Nahum? It was impossible to tell.
"You probably saved me from making a mistake," Ima admitted. She thought of Dash and how quickly she ruined that relationship by sleeping with him. "Another one."
Vaughn chuckled. "You are so old-fashioned."
"What?"
"No one attaches meaning to sex anymore. We don't reproduce that way, and we don't marry or mate for life. It's archaic. Sex is for pleasure, nothing more."
"Sounds animalistic," Ima noted. "Which, ironically, is more archaic than attaching meaning." She was surprised at how comfortable she was with the conversation; normally, talking about sex embarrassed her, but Vaughn was so emotionless that talking about it with him was like talking about it in an empty room.
Vaughn shrugged. "Humans are cyclical, I suppose. We always get back to basics, eventually."
His words saddened Ima, especially the frankness of them. There were some things she loved about this new world, but the culture would take some getting used to. She didn't know that she could ever change her views on love or what a family—a mom, a dad, and children—should look like.
She shivered, wishing she had grabbed one of the fire jars on her way out of the tent. She didn't think she could last in the coldness much longer. "This can't be what you wanted to discuss with me."
An odd look crossed Vaughn's face, a mixture of sadness and confusion. "You're right," he said. "I wanted to talk to you about joining the Socialpunks."
"What about it?" Ima's teeth chattered involuntarily. She pulled her blanket tighter around her body, but it wasn't enough to stop the shaking.
Vaughn wrapped his arms around her, pressing her body to his. The warmth from his body cradled her and his hot breath stilled her shivers. "You shouldn't."
"What?" Ima looked up at Vaughn. His chin touched the tip of her nose. "How can you say that?"
Vaughn stroked her hair and pressed her head against his chest so that she couldn't see him anymore. "It's just—it's a bit sudden, isn't it? There are hundreds of hashes in the city. Without a doubt you'll need help from one; you'll never survive here otherwise. You shouldn't commit to this one, though, not without learning more about the city and the life you want to make for yourself here." He glanced at her, and she lifted her head up to see his eyes. "I'll help you find the right one, make introductions, make up a cover story—"
"A cover story?" Ima asked. Her confusion quickly turned to understanding. "Because a new hash wouldn't want someone like me."
Vaughn nodded. "We don't even know what you are, if you're a natural human or a clone of some sort. We used to have them, you know—cloned humans, not born from two unique genes, but copied instead. We used to use them for all sorts of purposes—organ donations, replacing lost loved ones, dangerous or degenerate work. Cities would build massive, disposable armies that would lay each other to waste and accomplish nothing. The problem was, none of the clones were truly disposable—they each had come into this world self-aware, same as me. They each had a spirit, yet they were treated like objects in society."
"It sounds horrible," Ima whispered, trying not to think too hard about where she came from. She couldn't handle any more bad news, not when she would be facing her operation soon.
"Eventually, the cities came together and outlawed cloning. I hadn't been born yet, but it was a devastating time for the world. Both clones and originals, people with lives and families and souls, were slaughtered mercilessly." His lips brushed against her forehead lightly, almost as if by accident.
"And you think I could be a clone?" Ima asked. She regretted her curiosity immediately. "But I have parents," she said, attempting to backtrack in her own mind.
"Birth parents?" Vaughn asked. "It's unlikely. I have no idea what your world really is, but I know that someone has built a false reality into everything you touched, everything you saw, everything you did. We have to question it all. Were these people even related to you? I mean, your father…" Vaughn glanced down at Ima again, trailing off with a cringe on his face.
He knows, Ima thought. Suddenly, she didn't want him touching her. She swallowed the lump in her throat and pulled away from him. "How were you born?" she asked, changing the subject.
"I started out in a test tube," Vaughn said. "Almost everyone does nowadays. There are a small number of women who carry children to term, over and over again. They're selected when they are young, based on their body type and perceived ability to bear children. All other girls are sterilized, so they don't have the burden of potentially getting pregnant. That's how we control the population."
Ima frowned. "So someone like Ember is barren? Against her will?"
"Yes."
"That's so sad," Ima whispered, her teeth chattering again. Vaughn pulled her back into his arms.
"Ember wouldn't want to have children, even if she had the option. She's a warrior, not a mother."
Ima looked up at Vaughn. "What if she falls in love someday? What if she meets the man of her dreams and wants to have children with him?"
Vaughn laughed like a parent might laugh at a naive child's misunderstanding of the world. "I told you already—we don't concern ourselves with love anymore."
"And family?" Ima asked. "Loyalty?"
"Our hashes are our families and they get our loyalties. That's what I'm trying to tell you—Nasser, Ember, and I were all born around the same time. We grew up together in the Belly Centers and when we came of age, we knew we wanted to live together. We chose to form a new hash rather than join someone else's." He pulled her back toward him and whispered fiercely into her ear. "Ima, I've had my entire life to know that this is where I belong. That doesn't mean it's right for you, though, which is why I want you to choose carefully."
Ima soaked his words in. "You said that no other hash would accept me if they knew the truth. That means that no other hash will let me rescue Dash."
"That's true," Vaughn said. "But the chances of you rescuing him are slim. It's a miracle I got you out to begin with, and there won't be many other chances to enter that dome again. After what happened on the platform today, security will be tighter than ever. Then we'd have to find Dash in a small time frame—"
"Enough," Ima said. "I'm going to find a way to save Dash. End of story."
Vaughn gritted his teeth together. "If that's your decision, then joining the Socialpunks is probably your only chance."
The tone of his voice irritated her. "You don't understand why, do you? What if it was Ember, or Nasser? You said you were all born at the same time. What if their lives were on the line? Wouldn't you do anything to save them?"
"They wouldn't want me to die in the process," he said. "I wouldn't want them to risk their lives for no reason, either."
Ima shook her head in disbelief. "I can't let him die. Dash is not perfect, but he's the only person who has always known me. I won't lose him."
Vaughn shifted his weight. His long, dark hair fell across his face, forming shadows over his eyes. She couldn't tell what he was thinking and it drove her absolutely nuts.
"If you plan to stay, you need to watch out for Nasser. I heard the questions he was asking you earlier. He'll try to get closer to you once he realizes—" Vaughn paused, not finishing his sentence.
"Once he realizes what?" Ima prodded, dying for Vaughn to speak his mind so she wouldn't have to guess at what he was thinking.
"Once he realizes how strong you could be."
Ima's mouth dropped open. "But I'm not," she said hopelessly. "I'm nothing. I've been rescued like, fifty times today, mostly by you. I can't even be strong for myself. How could I possibly be strong for Nasser?"
"The thing is, when you take away physical impairments, when you make everyone strong and fast and give them all the knowledge they could want, simply by thinking about it, you level the playing field. This world rewards people who have wits, original ideas, the drive to turn nothing into something. You have that, Ima, you just don't know it yet. You are so much stronger than you think, and when you get a new body, you'll realize how important those things are to surviving."
Ima felt the blood in her veins rushing through her like a flash flood that left disaster in its wake every time it moved forward. "Is that why you saved me? Because you thought I could help your hash?"
"No," Vaughn said. But he didn't continue, didn't explain further, and Ima didn't force him to.
"Are you happy that I'm staying?" she asked instead.
Vaughn's features hardened. "You're thinking short term and throwing everything away for someone you may not be able to help." Ima frowned, and Vaughn's tone softened. "You could build a good life for yourself here, if only you would think of your own future."
"Dash is my future," Ima said defiantly. She could hear the childishness in her on voice, but she didn't care. She couldn't compromise on that one point.
The tension left Vaughn's face, leaving it blank. "If you somehow accomplish your goal, Nasser will not let you go so easily. You have no idea what you're getting yourself into."
Ima wanted to scream, she felt so frustrated with him. "I don't understand why you brought me here if you didn't want Nasser to help me."
Vaughn sighed. "We should get back," he said. "I told Ember I had to take a piss. She's probably wondering where I am."
They walked back toward the camp in silence for several minutes. Vaughn's warning about what she was committing to stuck in her brain. Would she ever trust Nasser, really trust him? Even worse, did she really want to be in a situation where she couldn't escape Ember's dirty looks and snide remarks?
"She hates me, doesn't she?"
Vaughn shrugged. "She'll come around," he said, even though Ima hadn't provided him with any context for her comment.
It doesn't matter, Ima told herself. She had to choose quickly, but even if she had a thousand years to think about it, her choice would still be anything that gave her a chance to save Dash.
"And you? Will you come around?"
Vaughn's purple irises flickered intensely at her, despite the near pitch black of the tunnel. "You haven't given me much of a choice, have you?"



CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Trade
 

"SEE, told you that petite body frame wouldn't get you anywhere around here." Ember smirked down at Ima, who trembled.
Just look up, she thought to herself. Because if she looked down, she was sure she would fall.
A few hours after her talk with Vaughn, Ima woke up to tapping on her tent. Nasser had decided that Ima and Nahum need to get their surgeries as soon as possible. Less than thirty minutes later, they were traveling to meet with one of Nasser's connections. Ima had been in a panic state since, and it didn't help that the only way to get out from underground was to climb a steep, decades-old concrete formation.
"Come on, Ima, you can do it," Vaughn whispered, encouraging her. His outstretched hand called to her, only a foot out of her reach. Nahum, who had barely made it up the rock formation himself, stared down at her silently, white as untouched Chicago snow. He had been asleep when she'd gotten back to Ember's tent the night before, and he'd barely spoken three words to her since. He hadn't even asked her what Vaughn wanted, but maybe that was because he didn't trust her after all. Overnight, things had gotten awkward between them. She had been so sure of what she wanted just twelve hours earlier, but now everything felt confusing and cold again.
Now, Nahum offered her no words of encouragement; but then, she knew how he felt. They had both been sentenced to a butchering, to getting sliced up and having their eyes taken out and replaced. After the surgery, they couldn't go back; their lives were about to change forever.
Ima closed her eyes to block everything else out and begged her brain to let her move her right foot. Her left foot teetered on a loose chunk of concrete. While Ima didn't weigh as much as the others, she didn't know if she should take the risk. But she had no choice—if she didn't make a move, she had to go all the way back down and find another way up.
She reminded herself that every minute she hesitated made her weak, and ultimately lowered Dash's chances of breaking free from The Dome. She had to be strong if she wanted to rescue him, and she needed the Socialpunks on her side. She needed to show her new hash that she could be a valuable member.
This is for Dash, she told herself. That singular thought could move her forward.
She took a deep breath and lifted her right leg, faltering precariously on her left. She found footing for her right foot and hoisted herself up into reaching distance.
She reached up to grab Vaughn's hand, just as her right foot slipped. He wrapped his other hand around her fist and pulled her toward him in one quick swoop, like she weighed nothing more than a feather. Before she knew it, she was standing next to them on the ledge, looking down at the massive pile of rubble she had just scaled.
Ima let out a deep breath she hadn't known she'd been holding. She wanted nothing more than to sit down—she felt exhausted, after getting little sleep between the last two nights and trekking all over the city with Vaughn and Nahum the day before. "You climb this every day just to leave?" she asked Vaughn.
He shrugged, giving her a small smile. "It's not that strenuous for us."
"Right," Ima said, her face heating up. "Because I'm a degenerate."
Vaughn lifted her hair off her neck and stuck her with the scrambler again. "All set for travel," he told her.
Ember put her hands on her hips, giving Ima a once-over. "Your body is totally worthless." She linked her fingers with Vaughn's and kissed him hard, slowly, on the lips.
Ima raised her eyebrows when the two of them surfaced. "Did you sleep well last night?" Ember asked in a sugary sweet voice. She didn't wait for Ima's answer before dragging Vaughn toward a set of stairs lit up by a faint ray of sunlight from above. She threw her hair over one shoulder, glancing back at Ima. "I'm exhausted. We were up late."
Nasser laughed and fell in line behind them. "Ignore her," he advised Ima. "She doesn't like competition."
Ima frowned. "What are we competing for?"
Nahum rolled his eyes. "Don't be so oblivious." He brushed past her. It was the first time he'd ever been openly rude to her.
Ima brought up the rear as they walked through the city. Ember threw a fit when she found out they couldn't run to their destination, but Vaughn whispered something in her ear that stopped her, mid-sentence. For the rest of the walk, she seemed unusually happy, though she managed to toss an evil glare in Ima's direction about once every fifteen minutes or so.
They walked for almost two hours—surprisingly, the future had no convenient means of travel that didn't involve running. Ima guessed that there weren't enough degenerates, or that the degenerates were not worth enough, to maintain better transportation systems.
By the time they reached the hotel where Nasser's contact lived, the sky had turned from midnight black to the silvery grey of daybreak. Ima's stomach rumbled and she wished she had eaten more around the campfire. Her entire body ached, and while she didn't look forward to the surgery, she hoped she might finally get some rest and sustenance, at least.
The hotel towered over them, white with gold trim. Nahum ran his fingers along the wall next to the entrance door. "Real brick," he noted. "I haven't seen much of that here."
"One of the oldest buildings in the city," Vaughn said. "The owner is disgustingly rich." They stepped inside to a hotel lobby fit for a 15th
century French princess—cavernous, with ceilings that stretched several stories high and furniture made of wood and velvet. Real velvet. Ima imagined an elegant ball taking place there, several hundred years earlier, during her time. Well, during the time she had thought she'd lived in, up until 24 hours earlier.
After speaking to Nasser, a droid led them to the elevators, which took them to the 451st
floor, where they were to meet a woman who could help them pay for their surgeries.
The door of room number 451087 was a crack open, but Nasser knocked anyway. When he received no answer, he slowly pushed the door ajar and led the group into the room.
The room smelled like Ima imagined a bar would. Inside, a woman with a black beaded dress and an old-fashioned cigarette pipe sat gingerly on a red velvet couch, like a museum exhibit that might be totaled if someone took a picture with the flash on. At the sight of Nasser, the woman took a long swig of her cigarette, then puffed it out slowly. "You've got a lot of nerve coming here, boy." Her voice sounded ragged, probably from years of smoking.
"Aw, come on, Eva." Nasser bent down on one knee and took the woman's hand, laying a delicate kiss on each fingertip. He looked up at her with a boyish grin. "We've had some good times together."
"That we have," Eva replied. "And yet, you betrayed me anyway."
Nasser shook his head and opened his mouth, but Eva sliced her hand through the air to cut him off. "I may be 215 years old, but don't mistake my old age for stupidity—I know you were the one behind the Shanti deal."
Ima wondered how Eva could possibly be 215 years old—she only looked about 40 from a distance. At 215, she would have been born during the 20th
century, and Ima knew they didn't have age-defying procedures back then. Ima peered more closely at the woman's skin. She could see the hairline crinkles in her face, the spider veins running through her hands. Her face seemed a bit inhuman, too; her skin stretched tightly over her skull like saran wrap over a glass bowl. But still—over 200 years old?
Nasser batted his long lashes at Eva, and her face broke into a wrinkly smile.
"I'll pay you back for the Shanti deal," Nasser said. "Promise."
Eva laughed—a smoky, cackling laugh—and set her cigarette down. "Because you need a favor, I assume?"
Nasser smiled, clearly realizing that he'd won her over. "I'll pay you back for this one too."
Eva raised her eyebrows. "You'll do
two
jobs for me?" She brushed Nasser's bangs to the side with a long, bright red fingernail. "There might be hope for you yet."
Nasser tilted his head with a grin. "It's only two jobs."
Eva tapped the side of Nasser's face twice with the palm of her hand. He stood up and Eva adjusted herself from the sprawled out position to a sitting one. Her face turned all business.
"What do you want in exchange for these jobs?" she asked Nasser.
"I need two fake identities."
Eva cackled. "Two identities! Are you mad, boy?"
"Also," Nasser continued, "the usual upgrades—bionics, muscles, whatever else will help them look normal."
Eva scoffed. "I've already cured cancer and old age, isn't that enough? Who, pray tell, is this for?"
"For these two." Nasser threw his head back in Nahum and Ima's direction.
Eva poked her head around Nasser, noticing other people in the room for what appeared to be the first time. Her eyes rested first on Nahum, then lingered on Ima. Eva pointed a long barb of a nail in her direction. "She's a pretty one, isn't she? Looks like a proper girl should, from my time. They don't make them that small and prim anymore. And where did you get your Asian eyes, my dear?"
Ima didn't know what to say. "Umm—" she stuttered. "From my parents, I guess?"
Eva's mouth fell open a bit, though she kept her composure. Vaughn stepped in front of Ima, chuckling. "She's joking." Nasser gave an appropriately hearty laugh, while Ember merely coughed.
Eva's eyebrows shot to her head. "Is she, now?" The woman stood, pushing Nasser out of her way. "Don't hold out on me—the story of how you acquired this young lady sounds spicy."
Nasser kept his eyes on Eva as she stepped toward Ima, like a wary boy protecting his toy. "No questions asked, I thought."
Eva walked in a circle around her, examining her, like she was a mannequin wearing a particularly spectacular dress she wanted to purchase. Ima stuttered, "Eva—I mean, ma'am… your lady"—she caught a glimpse of Nahum biting back a smile—"I
was
just kidding."
Eva lifted a chunk of her hair, caressing it like a silk shirt. She dropped it across her shoulder. "Young lady, I invented half the body alterations in existence today. If you're going to lie, at least put some
effort
into it."
The room fell silent for a moment, then Nasser laughed easily, and the rest of them, even Eva, joined in.
"Make it three jobs and we have a trade," Eva told Nasser.
Ember gritted her teeth like she wanted to say something, but Nasser didn't look to his companions for their advice. "Done," he said lightly.
Eva looked bored suddenly, and waved her hand in the air carelessly. "Carry on," she told the robots and men stationed all around the room.
Immediately, a team of bots grabbed Ima, lifting her onto a tray. "Wait!" she shouted, trying to sit up, but the bots held her down in place. She had no idea the surgery would take place
now, the very minute they'd agreed to the terms. To her left, Nahum was struggling against his own bots. "Vaughn!" she cried, and he appeared hovering just above her.
"Don't worry, they won't hurt you," he told her. "You'll be out in a couple days."
"A couple days! But Dash—"
"We'll do recon while you're under," Vaughn assured her.
Ima didn't feel assured. A large needle stuck her arm, and one of the bots carried a tray of long, sharp instruments—needles, knives, lasers—that made her want to pass out. She had never even gotten a tattoo before, and now she was letting these strangers mutilate her entire body, the only body she'd ever known.
All for Dash, she told herself, trying to calm her racing heart. "Stay with me," Ima begged Vaughn.
She felt drugs kicking in. The last thing she remembered was Vaughn's face softening as he said, "I'm sorry, Ima. I can't."



CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Dream
 

TUBES of liquid poked out from Ima's arms like tentacles, each one connected to her nervous system, but at the same time, not. Ima sat up with a start—the unfamiliar room stared back at her menacingly, its white walls stained with patches of green and yellow like something moldy lurked underneath a shoddy paint job. As the walls inched slowly toward her, the thinly disguised rot stunk up the air, clinging to Ima's hair and the undersides of her nails.
She struggled to move, but the sheets wrapped around her tightly, holding her in place like a straightjacket. Out the window, a rush of violent water rose above the ground line past the window sill. Six white flags hoisted on large red buoys floated toward Ima's window, crashing into it one by one. The sixth buoy hit the window with a thick cracking sound and flecks of glass flew from the smashed section.
The window chipped away little by little and the ocean sprayed through, overtaking it. Ima struggled free from her sheets just as the window burst under the strain of water. She ran into the hallway, slamming the door shut behind her.
Empty door frames lined the hallway for as far as she could see. A stream of water leaked into the hallway from her room and soaked into the blood red carpeting. "Vaughn!" she screamed.
But Vaughn didn't come to her rescue, not this time.
Ima realized Nahum was probably in one of the rooms, finishing his surgery. "Nahum!" She ran to the first doorway and looked in. It was empty, except for a king-sized bed with a huge fluffy white comforter. The room that the second doorway led to was empty as well, aside from a full-sized bed with a thin, silk comforter. Water inched up along the hallway walls as she ran from room to room. In every room she found the same thing—an empty bed dressed in unique sheets and comforters—big puffy downs, knit blankets with holes in them, thin hand-crafted quilts.
Just when she was about to give up, Nahum sprung from one of the rooms, grabbing her hand. "Replicators!" he shouted, and they ran down the hallway, wading through water that had risen several inches up the walls.
Ima felt an abrupt tug on her arm and looked back. One of the replications grabbed Nahum, pointing a laser to his temple. Ima stood paralyzed—she couldn't move her feet, her hands, her head. She opened her mouth, but nothing came out. She reached out to Nahum as he struggled with the replicators that overtook him. The first rep activated his laser and his face went blank. The replicators disappeared and he fell face first into the water.
Ima screamed and ran toward him. When she flipped over his lifeless, floating body, she didn't find Nahum at all—instead, she found Dash, dead and lifeless. This was too much for her—she cried out, tears pouring down her cheeks.
"No," she whispered. "No, please no."
She reached out to stroke Dash's face, but her flesh hand had been replaced by sharp metal claws. Dash's forehead dripped with blood where she touched him. The blood soaked into his pale blonde bangs.
She pulled back the sleeve of her hospital robe and gasped. Thick casting tubes wound together, shiny and hard, to form her arm. She looked up and caught a glimpse of herself in a hallway mirror—an alloy skull reflected back, with two bright red mechanical eyes blinking at her.
Ima screamed before losing consciousness, drifting into pure black.



CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Wake
 

WHEN Ima woke, her first thought drifted to waves crashing against her, over her head.
Her second to drowning.
Her third to her hands, flesh hands.
Her fourth to her soft cheek.
Her fifth to Nahum's location—where had they taken him?
And her sixth to Dash—saving Dash.
Why?
she thought to herself. Why was Dash her sixth thought, so low on her mind's priority list, when it felt so high on her heart's priority list?
She examined her mind's log, which now recorded her thoughts at lightning speed as she became more lucid and her thoughts became less instinctive.
A rude female voice, not far away enough to ignore, sliced through her thoughts. "Good, new girl is awake. Can we go now? I want to get this over with."
"Sin-der." Nasser said dreamily. "I've decided to name her Cinder."
"You can't rename her!" Ember said angrily. "You wanted soldiers, not pets."
Vaughn chuckled. "Maybe we should ask her." He touched Ima's hand. "Ima, are you awake?"
Ima opened her eyes. "I like Cinder." In her mind's eye, she saw the name "Ima" disappear, replaced by a loopy scrawl spelling out "Cinder." Thousands, maybe millions of names flashed in her mind, like files she'd hit "Replace All" on. Within milliseconds, she was rechristened as Cinder in every way.
"See," Nasser said. "She likes it."
Ember blew her bangs out of her face. "Great. Now we're a matched pair."
Cinder noticed a man standing behind the three Socialpunks—Nahum. Her lips lifted into a smile that reflected back in his own. Her mind analyzed his non-verbal cues and told her he was happy to see her.
Nahum tapped Vaughn's shoulder and Vaughn's face fell. He stepped aside and Nahum took his place next to Cinder. He had broader shoulders and a little extra height on him—he seemed almost the same size as Dash now. His eyes gleamed the most beautiful gold Cinder had seen since coming to the city of silver. Between his golden eyes and his bright, bronze skin, he'd gotten more handsome than before.
"I'm glad you're okay," Nahum said in almost a whisper. "They did so much work on you, and then you didn't wake up for days…"
Ima opened her mouth to ask a question:
What day is it?
But before she could ask, the information appeared in her mind. They were two days away from the next job in The Dome. She had been out for four days. The normal recovery time for the operation was two days, so she'd been out an extra thirty-two hours. They had updated her with bionic eyes, muscle enhancers, and eight inches of height. Eight inches of height? But it was safe, her mind told her, there was only a .2% chance of dying, which was well within the limits of the risk tolerance range she had set. She could update her settings if she wanted at any time.
"Amazing," she said.
Nahum gave her a strange look.
"Sorry," she said. "Just—my thoughts are so robust, so rich with information…"
Nahum smiled. "It takes a couple days to get used to having a computer hooked to your brain."
Cinder remembered something that Vaughn had told her before—that no one asked questions to gather factual information. She now understood why.
"I made something for you," Nahum said. He held up a medallion attached to a braid of shoelaces, made from the laces from Cinder's boots, from back in The Dome. From Dash.
Cinder sat up and took the necklace in her hands. "It's beautiful." She let her fingers slide along the square medallion, no larger than a dime.
Nahum locked eyes with her. "A reminder of home and where you come from—even if you don't look and feel the same as you once were."
Cinder slipped the necklace over her head, kissing the laces, her last reminder of Dash. "You knew," she whispered. She reached out her hand and grabbed Nahum's.
Vaughn cleared his throat. "Take this," he said, handing Cinder several pills in assorted colors. "You haven't popped in days."
Cinder sat up, patting down her body to make sure she didn't feel any exposed metal. Her mind told her she was composed of 74% water, 12% body fat, 12% lean muscle mass, and 2% metal. She grabbed a glass of water from the nightstand and tossed the pills into her mouth, chasing them with water.
Immediately, she felt better, stronger. She stood up and the rest of the Socialpunks stood up with her. She had always been petite, and now she felt like a beast by comparison. Her mind told her that she was 5'8" and 150 pounds—then one word blazed across her mind in bright red lettering: "Skinny." The word amused her, because it was true. She was still smaller than Ember and most of the other women she had seen in the world—petite among the giants, even when she was finally tall and curvy like she'd always wanted to be.
Ima looked in the mirror and noticed she was wearing a similar outfit to Ember. All the Socialpunks seemed to match, something that hadn't caught her attention before. They all wore black jeans that clung to their bodies, silver and gray tops, jackets with metal studs. The silver laced corset she was wearing didn't quite fit her usual style, but she looked bosomy and fierce in it.
She flexed her hand, forming a fist, then released it. Her arms seemed strong, stronger than they had ever been before. She stretched them over her head, raring to do something physical—running, throwing something, lifting something heavy.
Then, Cinder felt hundreds of thoughts rush to her mind at once. Among them: the cities of the world weren't domed until 2073. The sky was never pink. There was no record of her or her family, no record of Dash and his family, no record of Lia or The Trio or their families—none of them had ever really existed, according to all the public knowledge available in the world. All those memories, all the history of her life and her family was a lie. She had awakened and been reborn into the real world, and now she knew the truth. She had been part of a virtual reality that was isolated and inconsequential to everything else that existed.
The rush of thoughts made Cinder dizzy and chilled at the same time. She took several deep, quick breaths, biting back her tears. Her entire body went cold, and she began shaking.
"Cinder—" Nahum's face cringed with worry—but it was Vaughn who caught her when she fell.
When Cinder woke a second time, she was in Vaughn's arms. The chilly lake air whipped across her face, rough and course against her human skin.
Ember argued with Vaughn. "You can't carry her the whole way."
"She's in shock. She'll wake up soon."
Cinder opened her eyes to a completely different Silicon City than before. The city shined like twinkling lights, colorful and bright, unlike the white walls and metal and glass from when she first visited the downtown. Images and words covered every surface, customized to her preferences. Or, in her case, the default settings on her bionic eyes.
Every building urged her to take a different action—get pixels embedded in her skin, eat at Carver's, shop at Nord's, join the Rubies (a hash that specialized in rapid software development), see the classic film about two vampires and an ordinary girl, sign up for an art-smash taking place the next day.
The city had awakened, beautiful and alive, more stunning than she'd ever thought possible. Having bionic eyes was like watching a 3-D film when all you had ever seen before were silent movies.
"You can put her down now," Nahum said, a tinge of annoyance in his voice. "She's awake."
Vaughn looked down at Cinder, his eyes glinting with purple and green. "So she is." He let his arms drop and Cinder slid out of them, finding her footing on the ground. Nahum reached for her, grabbing her fingers in his palm and squeezing lightly. Vaughn eyed them out of the corner of his eye, but said nothing. Ember huffed.
"Can we run now? I haven't walked this far in at least five years." Without waiting for an answer, she made her way to the track and took off, heading south.
The three guys looked at Cinder, who nodded. "I can run, I think."
Cinder followed the boys to the track and fell in line behind them. Normally, running gave her sore legs and shortness of breath, but today Cinder felt like she could run forever. Her new body was stronger than she could have ever imagined. Now, she could see why someone would enjoy running or any sort of athletics—when it felt like this, when it felt easy, it could be fun.
Nasser held back, letting Cinder catch up to him. "Ready for your first initiation test?" he asked.
"Initiation?" Cinder asked. "Now? I thought we were headed back to the tents."
"Nah," Nasser said. "We have work to do. Eva wants us to steal something from the Carvers and leave it at a drop in Wrigleyville. We need you and Nahum to create a distraction. Nahum's already briefed—just follow his lead."
Cinder felt her stomach drop. "I don't steal."
Nasser smiled at her. "You do now."
"I can't," Cinder said. "I have two days left to save Dash. When he's safe, I'll come back and repay whatever debts I've created."
Nasser's smile tightened. "No," he said patiently, "we
will save Dash. The Socialpunks. You're part of the hash now. You don't do things on your own anymore."
Cinder squinted at Nasser. "How do I know that you will keep your word?"
"I gave you a new body and a new mind, didn't I?
"For your own purposes."
"No," Nasser said. "I did as you wanted. If you intend to stay a Socialpunk, you'll have to trust me. Eva put huge debts on all our Clout balances. We're broke until we pay some of it off, which means we have no resources to save anything but ourselves at the moment."
Cinder slowed down, switching to one of the middle lanes on the track. "How did this happen? I thought you understood that I had a deadline—"
Nasser switched lanes as well, moving to the one next to Cinder's. "One obstacle at a time. Vaughn worked out the details of your rescue mission, but we need a few items to make it work. Completing this job will free up some credit to get supplies."
"And then we'll save Dash?"
Nasser nodded. "I risked the welfare and safety of my hash to bring you and Nahum into the city undetected. I wouldn't ruin my investment by going back on my word."
Cinder and Nasser ran in silence for several minutes as she considered his words.
It's just one more step, she told herself.
Patience.
Cinder had already survived the explosion; she'd survived the replicators at the train station; she'd survived the physical trials of this new world and she'd survived the surgery. She could survive this too.
"Okay," Cinder said to Nasser. "What do I have to do?"



CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Steal
 

CINDER sat across from Nahum at Carvers, the fanciest restaurant she had eaten at in either The Dome or Silicon City. One of the richest, most prominent hashes in the city owned Carvers, named after the hash's namesake. The interior of the restaurant had a wet look to it, like fingers had massaged clay into pillars and walls, erecting a hollowed-out space in which to dine.
Declan, the leader of the Carvers hash, had built it from the ground up several years earlier by recruiting people from other hashes. Most people either joined an established hash once they reached a certain age or formed hashes based on who they grew up with in the Belly Centers—where all population control was handled after sterilization became a common practice. But the Carvers didn't accept any young hopefuls. Instead, Declan built by stealing, by finding weaknesses and discontent in other hashes and exploiting them.
At least, according to Nasser. The two of them had bad blood between them because a few months earlier, Declan stole two members of the Socialpunks, leaving Nasser's hash in its current mess. Nasser, Ember, and Vaughn were banned from Carvers—not that it mattered, since the Socialpunks couldn't afford the food anyway. That's why they needed Cinder and Nahum. With a little luck, Cinder and Nahum could blend in at the restaurant and create a distraction. Or, at least, they could come across as visitors from another city if they looked and acted too bizarre.
Cinder looked down at the menu—despite the restaurant's prominence, the food seemed strangely simplistic. One of the items, eight ounces of mac and cheese, cost 35,145 Clout; which, according to Cinder's mind, translated to about $213 in 2052 US currency after accounting for inflation.
"Do you know what you want to order?" Cinder asked Nahum as politely as she could. She played with the laces on her corset nervously. She didn't know exactly how to act in a fancy restaurant, especially one from the future. She looked to the couple at the table next to them for cues, but they seemed dressed down to Cinder, another oddity—in The Dome, a fancy dinner meant ties and cocktail dresses. The couple wore bright prints that Cinder's mind identified as bohemian meets hipster meets ancient Egyptian.
Nahum gave her a grin that reminded her of a three year old, and picked up his fork like a shovel on a playground. "Spaghetti-ohs and miniature meatballs." Cinder bit her lip, trying not to burst out laughing—she was glad she wasn't the only one who thought the restaurant was a bit ridiculous.
A waitress with hunched shoulders wafted near their table. "Welcome to Carvers." The girl, not much older than Cinder, spoke in a monotone and stared at the floor. "My name is Smolder." She recited a long list of specials, ranging from tater tots to "East" eggs, which Cinder's mind told her were hard-boiled eggs with dyed shells. The name had changed from "Easter" during the Religious Revolution in the early 2100's, right after the ozone layer stabilized and cities took down their domes.
Smolder finally finished reciting and looked up. "What can I get you?" The bluish skin that lined the waitress' eyes reminded Cinder of something from her past, but she couldn't put her finger on exactly what.
"Chicken tenders." Nahum pursed his lips, like he was holding back a smile.
The waitress looked at Cinder. "A rooftop hotdog, please." The rooftops were the only places that got enough real sunlight to grow food or keep animals. That's why most of the middle-class didn't eat food anymore, except on special occasions. In between, they took the manufactured pills that provided nutrients and calories.
Smolder grabbed Cinder's glass and poured water in it. When she returned it, her sleeve had hitched up her arm, revealing three bruises the size of grapes pressed into her wrist.
Smolder noticed Cinder staring and hastily pulled down her sleeve. "I'll be right back." Her voice sounded cheery, but her smile didn't quite reach her eyes.
"'East' eggs," Nahum repeated, chuckling.
Cinder opened her mouth to tell Nahum all about the Religious Revolution, then closed it. He already knew—he had access to the same information she had—and his own little brain computer probably told him about the Religious Revolution several minutes earlier. Cinder could understand why love was not important in the future—without sharing information, how did you establish bonds with others? You could offer your opinion on facts, perhaps; but with access to thousands of opinions on any topic, even opinion was a commodity.
Instead, Cinder looked around the restaurant. In the center of the room stood a sculpture of strawberry jello shaped like a fountain, covered in fruit and drenched in warm chocolate. Signs throughout the restaurant read, "Eat Tower Fresh." The slogan reminded her of a book Dash owned called
Eats, Shoots & Leaves. After reading that book, they had started playing around with punctuation in signage, trying to come up with different meanings.
Cinder tightened her throat, determined not to let a single tear fall. Thinking of Dash only reminded her that she may never see him again. No matter how exciting and beautiful the real world was, she had to focus on helping him. She needed to get this job done as quickly as possible.
"Will you excuse me?" she asked Nahum.
He stared at her intensely, a question in his eyes. His smile tightened—he knew that was code for enacting their plan. "Right now?"
"The sooner, the better," Cinder told him with a smile.
He grabbed her hand before she could move. "I'm sorry about the last night, in the Socialpunk tunnels. I shouldn't have asked you to choose. I know you still love him. If we get separated," he whispered, "put it in your mouth. It will explain everything." His eyes drifted to the medallion on the necklace he had made for her.
Cinder nodded slightly, unsure what to make of his message. She stood up and walked toward the right side of the fountain. As she passed, she used the knife Vaughn had given her to shave off some of the jello. She let it fall to the floor and kept walking.
Jewelry counters lined every empty wall of the restroom, but none had jewels inside. Instead, they housed desserts—every type of pie Cinder could imagine, sherbet, fruit cakes, brownies, tiramisu, and a bunch of desserts she didn't recognize. Smolder stood next to the counters at the far end, staring at herself in the mirror. She wiped a tear from her eye, then used her index finger to soak the wetness from her eyelashes.
She looked up and jumped at the sight of Cinder.
"I didn't mean to startle you," Cinder said. "What's wrong?"
She moved toward the girl, but Smolder folded her arms across her chest like she was chilled.
"I'm fine," the girl said, brushing past Cinder to the restroom door.
She followed Smolder out of the restroom. "Wait!" She had finally put two and two together—the bruises, the bags under the eyes, the hunched over stance. Smolder had been abused.
As they neared the jello fountain, Cinder grabbed Smolder by the elbow. "You need help, don't you?"
The girl paled and looked at her in terror. "You can't speak to me like this," she warned. She scurried several steps in the opposite direction, then slipped on the piece of jello Cinder had sliced just moments earlier.
Cinder shouted, "No!" She reached out for Smolder, but the girl toppled right into the fountain, sending chunks of jello and fruit in every direction.
The live music stopped, chairs screeched against the floor as people in nearby tables stood up, and Declan—Cinder recognized him immediately from the Carvers sign—burst through the doors of an Employees Only hallway that probably housed their offices.
His face twisted with anger when he saw the wreckage. He ran his fingers through the half of his long blonde hair that framed his face. The other half fell braided down his back. He didn't seem nearly as large in person as he appeared in his picture, but he looked just as intimidating. He grabbed Smolder from the debris and pulled her to a standing position by the neck of her blouse. Smolder's eyes widened as Declan pressed his forehead to hers menacingly.
This was all it took for Cinder—all of their plans to cause a distraction without drawing attention to themselves disappeared. "It's my fault!" Cinder shouted, hoping Declan would notice. He looked like he could hit Smolder, and she couldn't live with that—when she had sliced the jello, she had never imagined that their poor downtrodden waitress would get in real trouble for slipping.
Declan looked at her. "Your fault?" He spoke at a normal sound level, but Smolder still flinched—clearly, she was terrified of him. Cinder's heart went out to her.
"Yes, my fault."
Declan looked at Smolder for confirmation, and she flinched again. Declan's face contorted with frustration. "Are you
afraid
of me?" he asked her. "Would you rather go back to your old life, working dangerous jobs on the black market for pennies, barely feeding yourself?" Declan spit into the pile of fallen jello. "Nasser deserves you, you pathetic little—"
"Nasser?" Cinder whispered to herself.
Declan heard her and his head whipped around. "You know Nasser?"
Cinder looked at him blankly, trying to keep her face expressionless.
A shadow fell over Declan's face. "Nasser is here, isn't he?"



CHAPTER NINETEEN
Run
 

AT the mention of Nasser's name, all of the Carvers sprang into action. Declan set Smolder back on the ground. "Hold her!" Declan shouted, pointing at Cinder.
Smolder grabbed her and twisted her arms behind her back. She attempted to struggle out of her grasp, but Smolder pinned her with pressure points, making her yelp in pain for every bit of movement. Though Smolder looked pale, weak, and depleted, the girl still had four inches of height on Cinder, and strength to match. Cinder felt a cool piece of metal next to her temple—a laser, the 22nd
century version of a gun.
Most of the other guests in Carvers fled for the doors, though a few stayed to watch, most likely so they could break the news of any additional incidents or deaths. The first person to break a story could stand to gain a lot of Clout, and even the second and third stories could get a tenth of the overall views each, which was nothing to scoff at.
Nahum should have run for the doors, like the other guests, but instead he ran straight toward Cinder.
"No!" she shouted, but it was too late—three armed Carvers aimed their lasers at Nahum's heart. The lasers hit him with disturbing silence; he seized, clutching his chest, then fell to the ground face first, just like he had in Cinder's dream.
She cried out—she had never meant for this to happen, never meant for Smolder to win her mercy and kindness, never meant to blow her cover to Declan. She felt stupid and useless and not at all cut out for Silicon City or the Socialpunks. Nahum was badly injured, she was captured, and Nasser, Vaughn, and Ember would probably get caught too. Who knew what would happen to them? At least the Carvers didn't know her and would maybe go easier on her for her first offense. But Declan hated the other three.
Smolder kept her close, next to her chest. She pressed her lips into Cinder's hair and mumbled into her ear. "Hit me and run."
"What?" Cinder didn't understand, couldn't interpret her words, even with a lightning fast computer chip hooked into her brain.
"Hit me and run," Smolder said insistently. Cinder stood there, dumbfounded. Smolder thrust her laser into her palm and screamed out, "Ugh!" She clutched her side in agony, like Cinder had elbowed her.
Cinder, finally waking up to the fact that Smolder was trying to help her, rushed forward, laser in hand. A flash of light burned into her arm and she ducked behind a booth. She pressed her fingers to her injury to stop the blood from spilling. The Carvers could use a single drop of her blood to find out the truth about her true identity, if they wanted. She may never spy for the Socialpunks again, but she could at least protect one of their secrets.
In less than a second, Cinder's mind examined the layout of the restaurant. Her mind told her that lasers didn't typically kill, unless several hit a vital organ at the same time. Nahum had a 27% chance of still being alive. She knew she couldn't leave without him, even if she ended up risking her life and rescuing a corpse. She wouldn't leave him. She had three Carvers to her left and two to her right, surrounding her. Smolder had rushed to the restroom in fake agony and Declan was searching for Nasser. But there could still be other Carvers in the back rooms, and they could arrive any minute.
"Come out!" one of the Carvers told Cinder. "You're outnumbered and we have more coming."
Cinder weighed her options; she could fight through the Carvers and most likely die, or she could lay down her laser and give herself up. If she did the latter, they might let her help Nahum recover. They'd be prisoners, but they'd be alive.
Just as she had gathered her strength to surrender, a warm hand touched her back and caused her to jump. "It's just me," Vaughn said, squatting down beside her.
Cinder wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed his cheek. "Thank God." Vaughn looked surprised, but only for a second.
"Vaughn," a voice called out. "Nice of you to join us."
Vaughn ignored the voice. "When I say 'go,'" he told Cinder, "I need you to jump out this window." He pointed to his left. He saw the look on her face and added, "Don't worry. There's a building rooftop just a few stories down."
"What about Nahum?"
"Nahum's a lost cause," Vaughn said. "Nasser's caught and Ember is stuck inside one of the closets. She'll escape when things calm down."
Cinder barely registered anything Vaughn had said after
Nahum's a lost cause. If he didn't think they should rescue Nahum, it meant they had nothing to gain or protect. Now she knew the truth—Nahum was dead. And it was all her fault.
She nodded her head, not bothering to wipe the tears from her eyes. She hadn't known him long, but he was the only one she truly had in Silicon City, the only one who could understand the pain of leaving an entire world behind and entering a new world with entirely different rules. He'd left her with guilt on her conscience and a hole in her heart. She felt like she'd lost Dash all over again. Only this time, her loss had reached its permanence already.
Her mind swirled with emotions, paralyzing her. Cinder remembered the first time Dash and she went to school, and the kids made fun of her because she was foreign. He had defended her, but then
he
got picked on even worse, while she escaped into the background, fading away from the notice of her peers. He sacrificed himself for her. Just like Nahum had.
Vaughn snapped his fingers in her face. "Cinder, did you get that?"
"Jump when you say 'go,'" she repeated listlessly.
Vaughn popped up over the booth and shined his laser on the Carvers. He ducked for cover, then aimed his laser at the window. "Go!"
Cinder ran toward the window and jumped. She fell for what felt more like ten stories than a few, but landed like a cat, folded into a crouch on the rooftop below. Vaughn appeared next to her within a few seconds. "Follow me!"
Cinder ran after Vaughn, several Carvers on their tail. The buildings were built next to each other and on top of each other, and Vaughn leapt from rooftop to rooftop like he was playing a game of hopscotch. Cinder kept up with his every move, surprisingly—she had never been athletic, but her new body could do things she'd never dreamed of before.
They reached the ground and found a crowded lane full of street vendors. They had lost the Carvers and Vaughn slowed to a jog as Cinder caught up to him.
Immediately, she started crying. Tears poured from her eyes, pain raced through her chest; she felt unreachable, inconsolable.
Vaughn leaned awkwardly against a foam wall, not attempting to comfort her. "Are you hurt?"
She shook her head, sniffing. "What will they do with Nahum's body?"
Vaughn looked at her in surprise. "You know he's not dead, right?"
At his words, Cinder's heart soared and the knots in her stomach began to untangle themselves. "He's not? But— How do you— They shot him—"
Vaughn's eyebrows formed a v-shape. "Declan's a piece of work, but the Carvers aren't killers. They'll hold him, sure, and we'll have to do something for them to get him back. But they wouldn't kill him."
Cinder laughed involuntarily; she felt so silly, so dumb to think that the Carvers would kill someone. "I thought he was dead."
"No. He's alive." Vaughn walked ahead, seemingly in a rush to get somewhere.
Cinder caught up to him. "Why did we leave him behind, then?"
He stopped mid-step. "Because we couldn't rescue him without getting captured ourselves." He squinted at her, perplexed. "You have bionics now. You knew we were boxed in—"
"But we just left him at their mercy," Cinder said.
"We left three of our members behind, but…" He held up a black chip between his index and thumb. "We got the chip we need for the drop."
Cinder grabbed the chip from his hands. "You're kidding," she said. "We can still save Dash, then?"
"Maybe." Her heart filled with elation, then hatred at herself for feeling any sort of happiness when Nahum was still lost. Who knew what the rest of the Socialpunks would endure to rescue her childhood friend?
She dropped the chip back into Vaughn's palm. "We shouldn't have left them."
Vaughn stepped in front of Cinder. "We had to. They
wanted
us to finish this and to escape so we could help them later. We would be doing them a disservice if we got caught also."
Cinder thought about how Vaughn and Nahum disliked each other so much and found herself not buying it. "Would you have left me behind if I had been in Nahum's place?"
He didn't answer her right away. "What does it matter?" he finally asked. "You weren't in Nahum's place."
He pulled a small, black bead out of his pocket. He took the black chip and pushed the black bead into it. "This is a transmitter," he told Cinder. "If this chip is getting delivered through the underground, it probably has sensitive data on it. This transmitter will suck in data from nearby computers over its network and send that data to my chip." he held up a yellow chip. "I can access the data through my bionics."
Cinder looked at Vaughn, confused.
"There may be information about The Dome on here," Vaughn said excitedly. He grabbed two long, silk red scarfs from one of the street vendors and, while the vendor was distracted, pressed his finger with a transparent film over it to the pay pad. When he pulled the transparent film off his finger, Cinder noticed a black fingerprint on it. "Fake account," Vaughn whispered, tossing the film on the ground.
He wrapped one of the silk scarves over Cinder's head and tied it around her neck. "You should make the drop."
They walked to the drop location, an alleyway only two feet wide between two buildings. Vaughn stood across the street in front of a tattoo shop, pretending to pick out a design from the window display. Cinder walked down the alleyway and found a gutter drain; she stuffed the chip into the second red scarf and shoved it up the pipe. Keeping her face covered, she continued walking down the alleyway, escaping to the opening on the other side. She walked halfway around the block, tossed her scarf in a recycling bin, and made her way to Vaughn.
They stood around for several minutes before they saw movement in the alleyway. A hooded figure bent down in front of the gutter drain and pulled the red scarf from it. He emerged from the alleyway just a few yards from them and discarded the scarf.
"Come on," Vaughn whispered, blending into the crowded street, staying twenty feet behind the hooded figure but never losing sight of him.
They followed him for several miles before he arrived at his destination.
"Jackpot." Vaughn's face broke into a wicked grin. "He's headed to FACE headquarters."
"Now what?" Cinder asked.
Vaughn grinned. "Now, we wait."



CHAPTER TWENTY

Recognize
 

CINDER laid on a pile of cardboard near the dumpsters behind one of the FACE headquarters buildings, eyes wide open. She stared at the stars, which she could actually see that evening; the FACE headquarters sat on a campus with grassy areas surrounding it, and the city lights didn't blank out the sky as much from a distance.
Not that the evening was entirely pleasant; the sound of blind rodents and cockroaches scurrying about in the dead of night kept Cinder awake and anxious. The snow seeped through Cinder's cardboard, giving her a tough time keeping warm and dry. In the city, the number of people kept the snow from sticking to the ground, but out here, the winds felt much stronger and colder against Cinder's face.
Vaughn laid facing the stars too, but Cinder couldn't reach him. His eyes were wide open but glazed over in a trance. Cinder assumed he was locked inside his own mind, examining whatever data the black chip was sending him.
Cinder knew she didn't have many more chances to heed Nahum's last words to her.
If we get separated, put it in your mouth. It will explain everything.
Nahum had waited until the very last moment to tell her about the medallion. He told her in private, and she didn't know if he meant for her to keep it even from the Socialpunks. She didn't want to take that risk.
She looked over at Vaughn, sprawled out over cardboard boxes similar to hers. He didn't seem to be anywhere near surfacing. After assuring herself that Vaughn's data would preoccupy him for awhile, Cinder lifted the metal medallion on her necklace to her mouth and shoved it in.
Her tongue pressed into a tiny bead that felt roughly the size of the bead Vaughn used on the black chip. The bead immediately booted and Cinder's mind spun with images crafted by Nahum.
Silicon City swirled in soft hues of silver and the lightest of blues. The colors spread and blended together like finger-paint, whooshing and stirring into a vivid, clarified city. An Asian girl with hair the color of cinder and an evening gown made of rose blooms in all colors—white, yellow, carnation, blush, red, maroon—walked down a dark, empty street. She reached the end and the street dropped away like a cliff dipping down into a valley. A group of mechanical fairies sprinkled gold dust into the air, building golden staircases that rose up out of the valley to meet the girl. The staircases grew toward the girl until they reached right up to her feet. The girl stepped on the golden bridge laid out before her and descended the staircases that winded all the way down to a field full of the richest, plushest, greenest grass Cinder had ever seen. At the bottom of the stairs, a man on a white horse waited for the girl. She raced down the stairs toward him and he jumped off his horse to greet her. He grabbed the girl's hand, bending down on one knee.
Then, the clip ended abruptly.
But there had to be a mistake. Cinder watched the clip twice, three times more, until she began to recognize herself in the Asian girl with the rose-petaled gown, rushing to meet her prince charming. The way the images moved evoked vivid emotions of happiness, loyalty, and love, engulfing Cinder wholly and completely every time she watched it.
But in the end, to her dismay, the clip was nothing more than a fairytale, a fairytale cut short. Was that Nahum's final message to her—that her fairytales were ending?
Cinder clenched the medallion in her teeth, wishing she had never seen its contents. Nahum's beautiful artwork only reminded her of what a bitter disappointment she had been to him. She wondered where he was sleeping that night, if the Carvers even allowed him to sleep. She hoped Vaughn knew Declan as well as he thought, and that the Carvers didn't plan to hurt Nahum. Nasser had never told Cinder or Nahum what the Socialpunks were stealing, just in case they got caught. Now, Cinder felt grateful that Nahum had no knowledge of the chip.
It occurred to her just then how they could have traded the chip for Nahum. Earlier, she had accepted Vaughn's assessment of the situation at face value and followed his plan without question. But now, she wondered if she'd done the right thing. Ultimately, they'd left the others behind to save their own skins. Maybe Nasser was happy to sacrifice himself to get the job done, but was Nahum? Cinder hadn't asked him; she doubted any of the Socialpunks had. After all, they hadn't asked her.
She spit the medallion out of her mouth in frustration.
Vaughn must have heard her, because he said, "Cinder?"
"Hmm," she mumbled, pretending she was still half asleep. Vaughn didn't need to know that she wouldn't sleep that night, even if she had a five-star hotel suite. She couldn't rest until she had secured Nahum's safety.
"Good, you're awake," Vaughn said. "I have something to show you."
Cinder sat up and he reached over to her, scooting his cardboard bed right next to hers. He put his finger to her temple. Cinder's head shook, like something needed to slide into place. She glanced at Vaughn.
"Accept it," he told her.
When Cinder accepted, she immediately saw a map with a red, flashing dot on it.
"That's where the chip is located right now," Vaughn explained. Cinder's mind told her that he had projected the map into her brain. He had allowed her access to part of his brain so he could show her a series of messages.
Vaughn pressed his other finger to her other temple, and Cinder's mind filled with more images. One image looked like chemistry homework, except much more complicated—it described a chemical structure for the powders they put into the food substitute pills that most of the Silicon City population took. Except these food pills didn't look normal, not like the blue, green, red, and yellow pills served at the juice bars. Instead, these pills had yellow stripes along them.
"Like the drugs from the concert," Cinder whispered. She felt Vaughn's thoughts agreeing with her.
"FACE must manufacture these," he said.
They moved on to another blueprint, this time for a city. "Does this look familiar?" Vaughn asked.
"I don't know," Cinder said. She looked carefully at the blueprint. It had some of the same streets as Chicago—The Domed Chicago—but some of it was off. The Blue Line train tracks extended far beyond the California stop, even beyond the Logan Square stop—when she knew that the Blue Line train ended at Logan Square. There were also other train lines she'd never seen or heard of—the Green Line, the Pink Line, the Orange Line. The downtown no longer sat on one edge of The Dome, but rather in the center, with trains in all colors spiraling out from the middle.
"I think this might be an older map of Chicago," Cinder said. "From the 20th
century, before either of our times."
Vaughn's mind and thoughts pulsed with thick concentration. "I think you're right." An arrow appeared over the blueprint. "These areas—" he circled the downtown, a small portion of the north, and the northwest area where Cinder had lived "—are still around, buried deep under Silicon City. This area—" he pointed to a spot on the Red Line train tracks just north of the downtown "—is where we've been living and hiding since a little before we lost Smolder and Kaiser."
"I've never seen that area before," Cinder admitted. As far as she knew, the Red Line train ended at Fullerton.
"Do you think—" Vaughn didn't finish his sentence, but Cinder could sense his thoughts.
She gasped. "Silicon City is built
on top
of The Dome."
"It's not a virtual reality at all," Vaughn said in amazement. "It's the Atlantis of Silicon City."
Suddenly, Cinder's mind felt very full. Vaughn's presence in her mind faded, while a new one took its place, threatening to burst open her brain. She saw a dark-skinned man with shaggy black hair and bedraggled clothes, who looked like he hadn't slept in weeks. He pushed on the black bead that Vaughn had hidden on the chip. Vaughn cried out in pain.
"Ima?" The man said. "How are you—?"
Vaughn dropped his fingers from Cinder's temples, releasing her from the vision before the man could finish his question. She opened her eyes. He was taking short, deep breaths, his face sweating profusely.
He put his arms on her shoulders, shaking her. "Who is that man?" She didn't answer, and Vaughn shook her harder. "Who is he?!"
"I don't know!" she cried out.
Vaughn closed his eyes, then opened them. "The chip is still inside the FACE headquarters," he said. "We have to go before we're discovered."
He pulled Cinder to her feet, and they ran.



CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Request
 

VAUGHN and Cinder raced away from the FACE headquarters and back into the heart of the city. Though no one was chasing after them, he insisted on running until they reached the underground tunnel where they had agreed to meet if things went wrong.
"You're sure you don't know who the man is?" Vaughn asked. "You didn't meet him in The Dome, or in the streets before you got upgraded—"
"No," Cinder insisted. "I've never seen that man before in my life."
Something from her degenerate years—as she now thought of that time period before her upgrade—floated to the forefront of her mind. The red sign they passed in the underground tunnel to the Socialpunk lair—what did it read? Her memories from the degenerate years felt fuzzy, like someone had taken a dropper to them and diluted them. She made a mental note to check again when they passed through.
"Well, he has the black chip, and he recognized you—the old you." Vaughn shook his head. "He called you 'Ima' and asked how you…" he paused. "I guess he never finished his sentence. But calling you Ima, that has to mean something."
"Yes, it does." Cinder pulled her hair back into a ponytail, mid-run. "I'm just not sure what." She thought exactly as Vaughn did, that the man was more likely to know her from The Dome if he called her by her family-given name. But how would he? And if he did know her from The Dome, how did he escape and get access to the 22nd
century technology?
"He's a killer hacker," Vaughn said. "He tapped into my black bead. Not many people know how to do that."
"That's why we saw him," Cinder said, piecing together her understanding of the technology out loud. "He tapped the transmission between the chip and your mind."
"That's why he saw us, too," Vaughn admitted. "I must have left a security hole."
"Do you think he recognized you?"
"I doubt it," Vaughn said. "I keep a low profile in the city."
A few minutes later, they reached the bridge to the Socialpunk lair and Cinder stopped running. She longed for the hotdog she had ordered earlier in the day—she hadn't eaten solid food in nearly a week, and her stomach still wasn't used to the empty feeling of taking nutritional pills.
Cinder ignored her stomach's growling. "At least we figured out who's behind the red and yellow-striped drug they passed out at the Oriental Theater."
Vaughn checked for passersby and, seeing none, using the spray can full of foam to remove a portion of the ground. "FACE. But what does the drug do?"
Cinder lowered herself through the hole and grabbed onto a hanger. "Makes people ignore a life-threatening explosion?" She let herself drop and the zip line took over, shooting her down and down into the underground, until she flew off the hanger from an abrupt halt.
She somersaulted across the cement and looked up, only to find Ember staring down at her.
"You!" Ember pointed an accusatory finger at her, as if she didn't know Ember was speaking to her. "This is all your fault."
Cinder stood up and dusted the dirt off her clothes, though it didn't seem to help much. Filth covered her—between the jello disaster, running across the rooftops of buildings, and camping out next to a dumpster, Cinder looked like she'd been through hell and back. Her corset was frayed at the ends, her skin-tight pants were ripped open at the knee, and while the cut across her arm had healed, it had left a bloodied scab, begging for a bandage to hide itself.
"I heard Declan tell Nasser how he caught him," Ember said. "And he said that you gave him away!"
"An accident," Cinder replied. She waved her hand carelessly through the air, signifying nonchalance even though she didn't feel it. For some reason, she had no qualms admitting to herself that she had debauched the entire operation. But admitting that to Ember, even hinting at how guilty she felt, was a completely different story.
Ember's eyes turned to slits that formed a dotted line across her face. "Is that all you have to say?"
Cinder looked Ember dead in the eye. "I'm sorry," she said unapologetically. The girls teed off.
Ember opened her mouth to say something at the same moment Vaughn fell, nearly toppling over them as he somersaulted into a standing position.
Cinder held out her hand to him and he took it; she pulled him up to a standing position.
Vaughn brushed his clothes off. "I bet the drug impairs people's vision, so they can't see what's going on around them."
Cinder couldn't help the small smile that spread across her face. "You were dreaming up that theory the whole way down, weren't you?"
Vaughn's eyes twinkled. "The pills definitely dull senses in some way."
"What on earth are you two talking about?" Ember put her hands on her hips and demanded answers with her eyes.
Vaughn bent his arm and put his fist along his stomach."Walk with me?" He held out his elbow to Ember, offering it to her. Ember smirked at Cinder before slipping her hand through his arm.
As they walked, Cinder held back and let the other two catch up. Vaughn told Ember everything—how they had escaped from Carvers, barely; how they had made the drop as Nasser requested; how Vaughn had implanted a nearly untraceable bead on the black chip. He told her that FACE was somehow involved in manufacturing the red and yellow-striped pills, and how a strange man had caught them spying on the chip and recognized Cinder.
Ember gave Cinder a distrusting look. "She's probably a double agent," she sang, like she was repeating a nursery rhyme.
"I don't know the man, so lay off." Cinder saw their tents ahead and rushed past Vaughn and Ember, sick of both of them. She wanted a shower, a bandage, and a plate of actual food. She'd be lucky to get the bandage at this point. She pictured telling Dash about this in the future when they were both safe. He would chuckle at her stories with his simple, easy laugh.
Of all the hashes you could have hitched your wagon to,
he would say.
She could feel Ember's eyes glaring at the back of her head. "Attitude, much?"
"Cinder, wait up," Vaughn said.
She flipped around and folded her arms across her chest. "What?"
"Ember didn't mean it," he said. The girl crossed her own arms across her chest, jutting her jaw out in defiance. Of course she had meant it. Ember hated Cinder from the first second she saw her.
Vaughn sliced through the air with his hands. "This is done. If either of you care at all about Nasser and Nahum, you'll put this rivalry aside."
Ember's face softened and embarrassment flashed across it.
Cinder felt her own pent-up tension melt away. Vaughn was right. If they wanted to fix this, they had to work together.
"Where is Nasser?" Cinder asked tentatively.
"Nasser's in jail!" Ember wailed. She whimpered and pressed her head against Vaughn's chest, pulling his arms around her. "It's his third offense, so bail will be nearly impossible to make, especially when we're so broke to begin with." She looked up into Vaughn's eyes, tears falling from her own. "What are we going to do?" she cried.
Vaughn appeared at a loss for words. He stroked her long, rainbow-streaked hair. "Where is Nahum?"
To Cinder's surprise, Ember cried harder, burying her face in Vaughn's jacket again. She whispered something that Cinder couldn't make out.
Cinder stepped toward them and stroked the back of Ember's shoulder. "What was that?"
Ember lifted her head and sniffed. "The Carvers have him. They—they were asking him questions the last time I saw him."
Cinder felt her stomach drop to her knees; suddenly, the thought of that hotdog made her sick. "About the chip?"
"No," Ember said. "About
you. Declan wanted to know where you got your Asian eyes."
Cinder's mouth dropped. They were interrogating Nahum about her?! That meant Declan had her on his radar. It also meant the Carver's had reason to hurt Nahum, if it could help them find her.
"We have to get him back," Cinder said.
"No." Ember wiped her nose, sniffling. "We always get Nasser first."
"Is jail safe?" Cinder's heartbeat pounded against her chest. "Will Nasser be safe there for a little while?"
"What does that matter?" Ember asked impatiently. "We always get Nasser first."
"But we don't have money to get Nasser at the moment, and Nahum might be in danger."
"We always get Nasser first!" Ember screamed, like a five year old revving up for a full-blown tantrum. Her screams echoed through the tunnel, bouncing down the train tracks.
Vaughn grabbed Ember's head and pressed her to his chest. "Remember what happened to Smolder?" he whispered. "The Carvers ruined her because we left her there too long, and now she won't come back to us."
Ember's breathing steadied; she appeared to be calming down. "I miss Smolder," she admitted. "We should have helped her sooner."
"Nasser is strong," Vaughn said. "He can take care of himself for a few days."
Ember met Cinder's eyes and gave her a small nod in agreement.
Cinder closed her eyes and asked her mind for Declan's unique. She sent him a hasty request, and within a minute, he had agreed to it.
"Come on," she told Ember and Vaughn. She walked past the tents toward the concrete rubble mountain that gave her so much trouble the last time they'd left the tunnel. "We're going topside."
"Where?" Vaughn asked.
"To meet Declan. He's going to tell us what it'll cost to get Nahum back."



CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Meet
 

DECLAN drummed his fingers roughly against the table, eyeing Cinder warily through the window as she led the rest of the Socialpunks into Carvers. The jello mess had been cleaned up and everything else seemed in order too, as if there hadn't been a shoot-out in the restaurant just twelve hours earlier.
"Stay here," Cinder said as they passed through the doors to the restaurant.
Vaughn opened his mouth, but Ember's hand on his arm silenced him. "We can't have our whole hash caught if it's a trap," she said.
Cinder tilted her head at Vaughn in agreement. He nodded once, and she continued to the table where Declan sat at while the others hovered under the doorframe.
Declan extended his arm to welcome her. "Sit down," he said.
Cinder leaned on the table, balancing her weight on both arms, and stared Declan down, mustering the most menacing face she could. "Where. Is. He?"
Declan tilted his head, a mixture of irritation and curiosity painted across his face. He stood up, walked around the table, and grabbed a chair from the other side. He brought the chair up behind Cinder and shoved it at her knees, forcing them to bend. She fell into the chair and bit her lip so she wouldn't cry out over the pain. She wouldn't give Declan the satisfaction of seeing her weak or put in her place.
She leaned back in the chair, taking up as much space as her body could. "Thank you," she said to Declan, as if he'd just done her a kindness.
Declan smirked. He walked back around the table to his chair and sat down. "Nasser is in jail with all the other gangsters, like he should be. But you've gotten that notification already. Since you're here, you must be talking about a handsome boy who calls himself Nahum."
Declan's words hinted that Cinder might have an attachment to Nahum. She didn't want to give away how much Nahum meant to her, so she picked something else to focus on. "Gangsters." She let out a hallow laugh meant to intimidate. "Black chip drops aren't quite above the table, last time I checked. Neither is holding people against their will."
Declan raised his eyebrows. "How do you know Nahum is here against his will? What if he defected like everyone else in your pathetic hash?"
Cinder laid her elbows on the table and strummed her fingers against it patiently. She refused to play games with Declan, refused to let him prey on her loyalties. The two of them tapped against the table like two instruments battling for the melody until finally, Declan stopped.
"Alright." He held his hands out, palms up. "You got me. I'm a gangster."
Cinder leaned forward. "Tell me where he is."
Declan smiled. "First, you tell me where you came from."
Cinder paused, putting on her best confused look. "Where I came from? I used to be a Chip," she said, plucking the first hash she could find from frantically searching her mind's database. "Nasser offered me more." She shrugged nonchalantly, trying to play it cool.
"A Chip, huh." Declan folded his arms across his chest. "How is Tanya doing? I haven't seen her since they took out that ice rink."
"She's her usual self," Cinder said, playing along. Her mind brought up Tanya's public profiles. "She has a new boyfriend, so that's good."
"A Chip boyfriend?" Declan asked.
"Yeah, I think so," Cinder said, since the profiles didn't mention hashes. Strictly speaking, every citizen stood on his or her own in the world, and any hash affiliations were considered unofficial. The large companies in the city didn't outright ban the hashes, but didn't encourage or recognize them either. According to Cinder's mind, this was because the hashes had leaders, and large companies didn't want to encourage the emergence of a new leader. As long as the hashes fought amongst themselves, though, the companies had nothing to worry about.
"That's odd that Tanya's boyfriend would be a Chip," Declan said. "Especially when she joined the Cutters three years ago." His lips turned upward in a wicked grin as Cinder's smile fell off her face. Declan leaned forward until their foreheads were nearly touching. "Now tell me, Cinder, where did you come from?"
Cinder said nothing, just stared into Declan's eyes defiantly.
A minute later, he leaned back. "I know Nahum's not from this city," he whispered conspiringly. "I know he's using a dead guy's unique. And I'd bet this entire restaurant that you're not from this city either."
"You would lose that bet," Cinder said with more confidence than she felt. It helped that she wasn't exactly lying—she
was
from a part of this city. Just not a part that people knew about.
He leered at her curiously, not for the first time. "You have beautiful eyes," he finally said. "Gorgeous. In fact, you're gorgeous. One of the most beautiful girls I've ever seen."
Cinder didn't know what to say to this—it had to be a trick. She had never been one of the Lia's, one of the pretty girls in The Dome, and she couldn't hold a flame to a girl like Ember either. Why was he taunting her?
He lifted his finger to the top of her forehead, right where her hair parted. Slowly, lightly, as gently as possible, he traced his finger down her cheek, barely touching her. Chills flew through her spine and her gut tightened; she had never been touched like that by a boy before.
"You could be brilliant, you know?" Declan's eyes softened, like he was speaking to the girl he loved and not the girl he wanted to destroy. "Join me. Nasser can't offer you half of what I can."
Cinder felt saliva pool at the back of her mouth. She tried to ignore it. "Is that what you told Smolder?"
Declan looked surprised, then chuckled. "I'm not the one who destroyed Smolder."
Cinder thought back to the hunched over, frightened girl that had helped her escape. "You're not the one who's repairing her, either."
Declan's laughter stopped abruptly and his face turned to ice. "Nasser will
chew you up
if you stay with him. And when he's done with you, he'll spit you out like a piece of gum and you'll spend the rest of your life getting stepped on as you cling to the sidewalk for your life."
Cinder narrowed her eyes. "I owe Nasser my life."
Declan stared at her, his lips tightening. "Then you had better repay your debt." He stood up and hovered above her. "You want your friend Nahum back? Drop the black chip you stole from me at alley 122794 before midnight tomorrow. When I receive confirmation from my source that you've done it, I'll release him."
"And if we don't?"
Declan grinned maniacally. "I'll kill him."
Cinder stood up with a start. "You wouldn't. You're not a murderer."
Declan laughed. "No, I'm not a
criminal. I don't do things that land me in jail. My moral compass is hardly above killing, though."
"We'll report you," Cinder bluffed desperately.
Declan examined his fingernails, knowing he had won. "I doubt that."
Cinder inhaled a deep breath, collecting her thoughts. "We don't have the black chip anymore."
Declan's eyes flashed. "So get it back." He nodded at the entrance where Vaughn and Ember hovered. "That'll be all."
Cinder turned away in frustration, having been dismissed.
"And Cinder?" Declan said. She turned around slowly to face him. He tilted his head casually. "Remember, where you and Nahum came from, you're already dead. And you can't kill a man who's already dead."



CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Leverage
 

AFTER Cinder's talk with Declan, the three remaining Socialpunks moved to a juice bar to discuss and coordinate. And fuel up. Cinder devoured her first smoothie and ordered a second to appease her stomach. The smoothies didn't taste half as bad as they had the first time she drank one. She imagined she'd get used to them with time, if she lived through the coming days.
Cinder had less than two days to get both Dash and Nahum back. Two rescues and only two people to help her, if she counted Ember. And really, she couldn't.
Vaughn got up to use the restroom, leaving Cinder alone with Ember. The girl sat back in their booth, folding an arm across her chest to hold the smoothie she was sipping on up to her lips. "I know why he did it."
From her tone, Cinder didn't think she was still talking about Declan. "Why who did what?" She wasn't in the mood for games; all she could think about was the juggling miracle she needed to get Nasser, Nahum, and Dash back before tomorrow night.
"Vaughn." Ember flicked the tip of her bright pink nail and it turned to a hot sunflower yellow. She flicked each finger in turn and her nails changed colors, one by one. "I know why he saved you."
Cinder set her smoothie down. "It was mostly an accident. I was in the right place at the right time, and he knew something was wrong."
"No," Ember said. "Vaughn has always been cold and distant, but he picked you. He cares about you."
Cinder sensed a hint of jealousy in her tone. "I care about him too," she said nonchalantly. She knew Vaughn was protective of her, but she couldn't imagine him romantically—they just didn't have that kind of chemistry. She trusted him, she appreciated him, but between Dash and Nahum, she had enough mixed feelings to sort through. She remembered an old saying, that a large part of loving someone was having history with them—that's why love grew deeper the longer you were with someone. Cinder had history with Dash that Vaughn could never replicate, and she had a connection with Nahum that Vaughn could never hold a flame to.
"He's different around you, though. You change him."
"For the better?"
Ember shrugged, scoffing at the empty seat next to her. She met Cinder's eyes. "Depends who you are."
Cinder ran her fingers down her necklace, slipping them over the shoelaces Dash had given to her, and finally landing on the medallion Nahum had given her. "You have nothing to worry about from me."
Ember eyed the necklace. "I don't, do I?"
Cinder gave Ember a small smile and the girl returned it. She wondered if there wasn't hope for them yet, if one day they might actually be friends. She tried to take advantage of Ember's white flag to settle something that had been bothering her. "What happened to Smolder?"
Ember looked up. "Not now," she whispered. Then louder, she said, "Want some of my smoothie? I can't finish it." She batted her eyes at Vaughn as he settled into their booth.
Cinder shook her head, annoyed. She knew their small truce couldn't last; Ember was Ember. "It's a big shake," Cinder told Vaughn with a slight hint of sarcasm.
Ember pursed her lips together. "Yes, when you have a flat stomach."
Vaughn's face twisted, like he was trying not to smile. "So, what's next?"
"We have to get Nasser," she told Vaughn.
Ember looked up at her with surprise. "That's what I've been saying all along."
Vaughn looked confused, like he couldn't believe the two of them agreed on something. "No, Nahum's situation takes precedence. Declan is a lunatic. We can't count on him chickening out on his threat."
"We have two jobs though," Cinder said. "Both are due tomorrow, and we can't do two jobs with three people. We need Nasser's help."
Ember raised her eyebrows. "We have to make the drop to save Nahum…"
"… And we have to enter The Dome to grab Dash," Vaughn said, completing her sentence.
"Oh." Ember said. "Right."
"That was the agreement," Cinder reminded her. "Nasser himself swore it to me before I set foot in Carvers. I never would have agreed—"
"Yeah, yeah," she said, waving a hand in the air.
Vaughn folded his hands together. "Cinder, you do know that if we go after Dash, we can only grab Dash, right? Not your parents, not your friends, not Nahum's parents—not anyone else. And who knows what we'll have to do for Eva to smuggle Dash into the city? We already owe her a lot of Clout and our credit hasn't exactly been solid with her in the past."
Cinder thought for a moment. Would Nahum hate her for not saving his parents? Did they even exist? After all, he spent a week in The Dome and couldn't remember seeing them even once.
"I understand," she said, agreeing to the terms. "There's only one person I'm sure I love in this world, and it's Dash."
Vaughn looked down, slowly stirring Ember's smoothie with a spoon.
"That's sweet," Ember said, sprinkling sugar all over her words. "I guess that means you'll go to The Dome with Nasser, and Vaughn and I can sneak into the FACE headquarters."
Cinder hadn't thought about it—in her mind, she was in both places, saving both Nahum and Dash simultaneously. But in reality, she
would
have to choose between them—she couldn't physically save them both if they both needed saving on the same night.
"I'll go with Cinder to The Dome," Vaughn said. "I know what Dash looks like and I'm already on the tester list, anyway." He fiddled with his tablet, the same one he'd used back in the locker rooms at the testing facility. After a few movements, he looked up at Cinder. "I added you to the tester list too."
Ember watched Vaughn's face. "You know, it's a huge risk to go back there at all. Maybe Cinder should go by herself. She can go in stealth mode, sneak her friend out unnoticed—"
"Sure," Cinder said. She didn't want Ember to think she couldn't handle herself, or that she was afraid. She truly wasn't, not anymore. Not when the alternative was losing Dash forever.
Vaughn shook his head. "I'm going with you," he told Cinder. "End of story." He said it in a way that matched her earlier phrasing, from that cold night in the tunnels of the Red Line stop. Somehow, she knew he was referencing her own words.
"Fine," Ember said, blowing her bangs out of her face like it made no difference to her where Vaughn went.
Cinder realized with a start that it didn't matter if she wanted to save Nahum or Dash—she had to go to The Dome because she was the only one who could convince Dash to come with them. He wouldn't leave with strangers, wouldn't believe anything they said unless he saw her, with her new body and new mind, as proof.
That made Cinder feel a bit better about choosing Dash over Nahum—she was only doing what was logical and necessary. At least, that's what she could tell herself.
She met Ember's eyes and locked on. "Promise me you will do everything you can to save Nahum," she begged. "If something happens to him it'll be my fault. I brought him here, I made him join the hash so I could save Dash—"
Vaughn shook his head. "This is on all of us," he said. "The hash is your family now. We succeed and live together. We fail and die together."
Cinder drank in his words, realizing the truth in them. Nothing they did in this new world was a game. If they failed, they died—her, Vaughn, Nahum, Dash. Everyone that mattered to her. If they succeeded, they lived—but what kind of life? The Dome would still be gone. Nahum and Dash and Cinder still had to start over and try to carve out new lives for themselves in a strange city.
"How much is Nasser's bail?" Cinder asked. As she finished her sentence, the answer appeared in her mind—one million Clout. "Oh my gosh," she said. "We can't possibly raise that much before tomorrow."
Ember raised one eyebrow. "We wouldn't have to if you hadn't—"
"Enough," Vaughn said, silencing her. "Let's think through this. How do we raise a million Clout before tomorrow?"
Ember shrugged. "We have no property and only a few ratty possessions."
Vaughn lifted his hand to Ember's face and tucked a strand behind her ear. "We could sell your hair."
Ember pulled her hair out of Vaughn's reach, back into a ponytail held together between her fingers. "No way. My hair is the only special thing about me. Besides, Nasser promised me he'd never pressure me to sell it for Socialpunk problems."
Cinder stared at the shimmery rainbow strands in amazement. "Your hair could fetch a million Clout?"
Ember scoffed. "At least. I have Merger DNA in my lineage."
Cinder's mind told her that the Mergers were a group of people who, at the turn of the century, attempted to merge technological advances with natural human beauty. Their research broke ground for pixel skin grafts and many of the other popular cosmetic surgeries that existed today. But before they had success with that, they created twelve women and men who had inhuman beauty and manes of hair, every strand dyed differently.
Cinder looked at Ember's hair more closely, and her mind told her that Ember was at least three-eighths Merger, even though the Mergers were thought to be extinct. How was that possible? Cinder knew that the Belly Centers required a small number of donations to sustain the population, but where would they find a donor with three-fourths Merger blood?
"Backup plan?" Vaughn asked Ember, pulling Cinder from her thoughts.
Ember shook her head. "Nasser told me not to cut it unless the Socialpunks had a life or death situation. Too many people covet it—it's worth fifty or a hundred million Clout over a lifetime."
"Ember," Vaughn groaned.
"Look," she said, "My hair is my lifeline. If something happens to the Socialpunks, it'll be all I have left to support myself. So I'll cut it at the end of thirty days, if it comes down to Nasser's life."
Cinder sighed. "That doesn't help me now, though."
"Your hair will grow back," Vaughn said.
Ember hesitated. Finally, she glanced at Cinder. "I'm sorry," she said, and she looked like she might actually mean it.
Vaughn bowed his head, but Cinder shook hers. "Don't apologize. I probably wouldn't do it either, not for a stranger." She closed her eyes, wishing she had something to leverage, something to bargain with for Nahum's life. She had thrown it all away, though, when she tipped off Declan about Nasser. She had lost two of her supporters, and now she would have to think hard about what she could give Ember to enlist her help.
"There's the art smash," Ember said, a hint of guilt in her tone. "But we'd have to find an artist."
"Too begging," Vaughn said. "We don't have anything to offer an artist."
Cinder remembered the art smash—she'd seen an ad for it right before they entered Carvers. She looked over the rules and regulations in a split-second. "I'll do it."
Vaughn stared at Cinder in disbelief. "Are you an artist?"
"No," Cinder said. "but I have an idea." She turned to Ember. "And let's face it—we're running out of options."



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Smash
 

A pixelated screen several stories high stood on a huge stage in the middle of a dead-end street. The screen curved around and the images projected from them in 3-D. A battle between a jack-in-the-box clown and a sunburst played on the screen as each artist attempted to change the other ones' image while holding their own. The smash reminded Cinder of Reversi, a board game she played with Dash on lazy weekends when her father grounded her and she couldn't leave their apartment complex. Only this game had pixels instead.
Vaughn stared at the battle raging above their heads as they waited in the wings. "This is too risky," he told Cinder.
A smack of hissing erupted as one of the players' Clout tickers gained momentum, surpassing the other. While the Clout tickers on both sides increased throughout the smash, the artist with the most Clout at the end would claim victory. This was how she would make money, hopefully enough to bail Nasser out of jail.
Cinder nodded, agreeing with Vaughn; she needed to keep a low profile after what had happened with the black chip. She risked exposing herself and her fake identity by battling in the smash, especially since she had never used the technology before and had no artistic chops. But the thought of Dash, and Nahum, and doing nothing to help either of them, strengthened her resolve. "We don't have a choice."
Vaughn leaned in, almost whispering through his teeth. "What if the Black Chip Guy is here? He recognized you once and almost caught us."
She shrugged to hide her anxiety. "My back will be to the audience." The mysterious man who had hacked Vaughn's black bead scared her to no end. But she didn't want to give her fears life by speaking them out loud.
Vaughn's voice spilled with urgency. "You
do
understand that this smash is not for amateurs. There's a slim chance you'll make enough to post Nasser's bail, plus—"
Ember huffed, cutting him off. "Oh, let her do it. She's heard your opinion. She knows the risks. Stop driving your point into the ground."
Vaughn recoiled, like she had struck him; Ember clamped her hand over her mouth almost immediately. Cinder's own mouth dropped open at the girl's venomous tone. Ember never criticized or interrupted Vaughn or Nasser, and she never defended Cinder either.
Taking a deep breath, Ember blew her bangs out of her face and collected herself. In a softer tone, she said, "Nasser won't survive in jail much longer. He's pissed off too many people." She glanced at Cinder from the corner of her eye. "You want to save Dash, don't you? If you're going to play hero, now's the moment."
The look on the other girl's face told her that Ember cared more about her mission than she let on. Why though? Did she admire her love, cherish her perseverance? Something she had said or done had touched Ember, even if the other girl wouldn't admit it.
As Cinder watched the stage, her heart jumped all around in her chest, trying to spring loose. To Ember, she nodded. "I'm ready."
Ember gave her a small smile, like a thank you without words. "We'll cheer for you." Cinder understood her meaning; for the moment, in the absence of Nasser, the girl needed a leader. And she had pledged her momentary allegiance to Cinder.
Vaughn looked like he had something gravely serious on his mind. But then his face went blank of emotion and he gave Cinder a single, solitary nod of approval.
The battle in front of them ended, the jack-in-the-box having won. An announcement rang through the crowd. "The victor, with three hundred seventy-five thousand, four hundred twelve Clout is A9BYRE2BDFHW12!"
The man named Trilogy took the center of the stage, raising his hands in the air to a roaring crowd. Cinder's body went cold all over as Trilogy shook hands with his opponent, Sun-Times, who looked none too pleased. With a smirk from Trilogy, the two parted to their respective sides.
Sun-Times, the sunburst girl, shoved Cinder's shoulder as she passed her. She spit onto the concrete, barely missing Ember's boots. "Good luck," she told Cinder, in a way that made her think the girl would love to see her destroyed.
"What was that about?" she asked.
Ember pumped her shoulders in the air. "Artists," she said. "Such drama queens."
Now was the moment of truth. Cinder blinked several times, collecting herself as she stared out over the daunting crowd. It went on for what seemed like miles. She stepped onto the stage and grabbed a helmet, strapping her head into it. The helmet projected her thoughts on screen so everyone could see her art.
When her opponent, a boy named Kaiser, joined her onstage, the crowd roared with approval. She caught a glimpse of Ember putting her hand to her head, and she knew she was in trouble. She knew going into the smash that the regulators often paired new entrants with experienced ones, to protect earnings and make it nearly impossible for amateurs to break in. But the look on Ember's face indicated more. Cinder just wasn't sure what.
She looked over Kaiser a bit closer—he looked a bit familiar, though she was sure she had never seen him before. He grinned at her, grinding his fist into the palm of his other hand menacingly.
Deafening music blasted throughout the streets, indicating that the smash was about to start. The crowd controlled the notes that played, creating a cacophony of harmonies that she would not typically expect to hear layered on top of each other. Cinder and her opponent took their places at opposite ends of the stage, waiting for the signal to begin.
She adjusted her tongue, letting the medallion Nahum gave her slide to the roof of her mouth. Using someone else's work was strictly forbidden and grounds for disqualification, but Cinder didn't think Nahum would mind in this case.
She closed her eyes. Within seconds, before she even knew they had started, images appeared on screen. Under a night sky twinkling with bright stars, a girl with a dress made of roses searched for a stick. She ran and hid from a dragon that loomed nearby, threatening to flame her to oblivion with his large nostrils. The dragon roared, blowing fire from its nose, when blue roses sprang from the earth beneath it, wrapping themselves around its stumpy legs like tiny garden snakes. The rose stems grew thicker until thorns poked out, piercing the dragon's skin. The dragon twisted all around, blowing fire in any direction it could. The girl, her dress having wilted away, ran naked between its legs, avoiding its spiky tail.
A man riding a white horse found the girl and the dragon in a stalemate, it unable to move, her avoiding its flames. The man pulled a rose from his sleeve and grabbed onto the dragon's tail, which whipped him around wildly. Immediately, blood covered the man's body—he had gotten caught in one of the dragon's deadly spikes. He reached his hand out to the girl and she took it, allowing him to swing her up onto the dragon's back. The tail swung once more, and the man tossed the girl his rose on the upswing, right before his eyes went blank. The girl climbed to the middle of the dragon's back, almost getting thrown from it. She stabbed the rose into the dragon's skin.
The rose bloomed, taking roots inside the dragon. The girl jumped away and watched as the dragon stopped struggling, in shock and pain from the injury. The roots sprang quickly from all sides of the dragon, piercing through its skin until the dragon stopped moving. When the roots reached the ground, they dug in, forming a tightly wound stem around the dragon until it disappeared. The rose grew and grew, shooting up several stories high, until the bloom finally disappeared from the screen.
Cinder heard deafening screams at her back and opened her eyes.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Win
 

WHEN Cinder looked up, the blank screen stared back at her. Her mind, still stirring in vivid, saturated technicolor, had trouble adjusting to the drab, washed out look of Silicon City's silver, snow, and glass.
The Clout tickers to either side registered in the five hundred thousands, to Cinder's dismay. She didn't have enough to bail Nasser out of jail, not by a long shot. She lifted the helmet off her head and dizziness overtook her instantly.
The crowd moved with palpable energy, roaring with a life of its own. They were upset, startled, excited—but Cinder couldn't figure out why.
An announcement blasted from the sky, from the ground, from everywhere around them, in surround sound.
"The victor, in a rare defeat, with one million seven hundred thousand two hundred twenty three Clout is A4GAF8BD5LKG23!"
An angry roar filled the streets, paired with cries of amazement, disbelief. The tenor of the crowd-sourced music had changed; what once was the excitement and promise of an old favorite against a newcomer, had now become a battle of melodies, neither taking the backseat, both crescendoing to a full fortissimo. The melodies clashed and banged against each other, like siblings screaming.
Cinder's Clout ticker started increasing again, this time more rapidly than before. On the other side, her opponent's ticker drained of its wealth, like a timed bomb waiting to go off. Kaiser stared at his ticker, his face contorting with fury.
Answers to Cinder's questions flew through her mind—not only was this the nineteenth most profitable smash ever recorded, it was also a death smash—one in which one opponent's character kills another opponent's character permanently. There had only been three others in the history of smashes. And Cinder, the amateur, had killed her opponent's character, an extremely popular and well-loved character, a fixture of the smashes. That might explain the disgusted look on her opponent's face. What was worse though, is that while normally, competitors could keep their earnings regardless of whether they had won, a death smash meant the winner took all. Cinder had met her goal to get over one million Clout, but she had pissed off her opponent in the process.
A chant rang out from the masses. "En-core! En-core! En-core!" Cinder had no idea what they meant, or what social protocol dictated she do. Should she put the helmet back on? Could she even create those images again, when they had been Nahum's to begin with? She didn't think she could handle it, didn't think she could go back into the smash, didn't think she could relive Nahum's last images, when she was still so far away from saving him.
She clutched her chest, fighting back an overwhelming urge to cry. The smash had exhausted her last resources of energy. Between not sleeping, getting a new body and mind, and losing nearly everything she cared about, she didn't know how much longer she could keep fighting like this. She was running on pure emotion, but that emotion quickly dissipated, leaving her nothing but emptiness and taking with it her will to keep going.
A familiar voice called out to her. "Ima!" Vaughn shouted. She gave him a quick glance, hyperaware of his use of her old, dead name. He gestured for her to join him, off the stage, out of the spotlight. Behind him, Ember stood with her arms crossed over her chest. She looked afraid, terror in her eyes, like Cinder had done something horribly wrong.
Cinder felt a chill zip through her skin, down to her bones. Her dizziness weakened her knees and her ability to keep her eyes open. Then, she felt it—something sharp hit her back, slicing through her clothing, grazing her skin.
Within seconds, several more objects hurled toward her. A cup of hot liquid hit her arm, bursting and searing her skin. Kaiser stormed toward her, joined by several strangers who had climbed the stage. They weren't coming over to congratulate her. Her opponent looked like he could rip her apart with his teeth.
She felt her knees weaken, giving out, collapsing her to the ground.
A strong pair of arms caught her, just before the entire world turned black.



CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

Manipulate
 

CINDER woke with a start, gasping for air. The stage swarmed with bodies that Vaughn fought through, dragging her limp body with him. Kaiser stood about 25 feet behind them, fighting his way though the crowd after them.
A ticker in her mind showed her Clout going up, past three million already. The death smash battle had gone live across the world, accumulating Clout every time someone viewed it. And every bit of that Clout went to her, because it was a death smash. She could see now why her opponent might want to rip her head off—the smash itself was just the beginning of the Clout she would amass. The real money was in the royalties.
Bright white pixels from the screen she'd just smashed on glared down at her. Alazar Wrightwood's face appeared over the crowd, which had turned from surprised and outraged to positively hostile.
Cinder looked back; they had lost Kaiser in the sea of people. Vaughn grabbed Ember from the staircase on the side of the stage and pulled her down behind it. Vaughn put Cinder down, though he kept one arm wrapped around her waist for support. They fixated on the screen above them. Out of the corner of Cinder's eye, she noticed Vaughn grab Ember's hand and give it an affectionate squeeze. Cinder felt the tiniest hint of jealousy at all the history that passed between the two of them with that squeeze. Something she could never compete with. Ember truly never had anything to worry about from her.
A cool, crisp woman's voice boomed through the crowd. "And now, a word from our sponsor, FACE."
The crowd, already angry, groaned with derision. From far back, a whisper grew into a unified chant. "Screw FACE. Screw FACE! SCREW FACE!"
Judging from the crowd's reaction, Cinder guessed that smashes didn't typically have words from sponsors. Her mind confirmed it—despite FACE's continued financing of smashes, FACE had never made an announcement during a smash before.
But it wasn't just that, Cinder reminded herself—the crowd was hostile toward Alazar Wrightwood. Cinder thought back to Vaughn's words the last time she saw the man, back when she was a degenerate.
He's trying to ban international copyright so that artists only make money off of intra-city sales.
Then, she didn't know what Vaughn meant, didn't understand his anger over the matter. But now, Cinder realized how heavily the city depended on international royalties. She had just witnessed how much money could be made firsthand. Her mind's eye told her that artists made at least 90% of their money that way, if not more. If Alazar got his way, FACE would get that money instead of the artists. The effect would trickle down through the delicate ecosystem to Influencers, Mixers, Supercuts, Curators, and the rest of them, draining the city of its Clout while fattening FACE's pockets, and ultimately, their global reach.
Alazar waited patiently for the chant to end, plastering an unfaltering smile across his face. Eventually, the crowd grew silent and the faces turned from anger to curiosity. Cinder had to admit that she too was curious about what Alazar might say.
Alazar's face smirked of victory, like a mother who had waited out her toddler's tantrum. "FACE started as a humble biotronics company, engineering a new future for the citizens of Silicon City after The Scorched Years. Through technology, we upgraded the citizens, providing unparalleled data flow and social connectivity unlike anything any other generation before us could imagine. We made our bodies stronger and more able to endure the harsh climates we were left with. We eliminated most of the illnesses that plagued our ancestors. In doing so, we've nearly eliminated death itself."
The words, clearly meant to instill a sense of unity and pride in the citizens, fell insincerely, like a marketing ploy. A minority clapped and cheered, while the majority booed at Alazar. Alazar appeared to take no notice of it. When the crowd fell silent again, Alazar continued.
"We reduced our dependencies on gas and oil for energy, so The Scorched Years may never be repeated. We sent new satellites into space, to communicate once again with other nations, to find markets for our goods. We created sustainable means to feed our population in the form of nutritionally balanced, energy-enhanced pills."
Ember had wrapped her arms around Vaughn's waist, burying her head against his chest. Cinder couldn't pinpoint what bothered her about this, but the image clung to her. She noticed the blinking light within her eyelid, updating her on her Clout. Cinder whispered to Vaughn, "I'm past five million. Let's go."
"Not yet," Vaughn said, without tearing his eyes from the screen.
Cinder focused her attention back to Alazar Wrightwood. "We did more than survive," he said dramatically. "We
prospered. And we
flourished, against all odds. FACE is proud to be the driving force behind the thriving city of Chicago!"
A larger group of people cheered this time, though the booing was still present. Cinder found herself entranced by Alazar's charisma, his ability to make her feel a part of something big for once in her life. She had not even lived through The Scorched Years, but she felt like she'd conquered them all the same.
"A month from now, we will launch our most exciting advancement yet." A maroon pill swooped around Alazar's face and the word "Omega" blazed across the screen. The image switched to a huge party with the most lavish decorations and the most fun-loving group of people, stretched out over several stadium-sized ballrooms. Little quotes popped up all over the screen, singing the praises of the party organizer. "Best party ever!" someone wrote, while another wrote "Dazzling!" A man in a 22nd
century suit appeared on screen, and women with thin glasses filled with colorful libations flocked around him. Nearly all of them were naked, with just pixels to give them color. The pixels illuminated their skin and hair in greens and blues, like mermaids. "Thanks to Omega!" he exclaimed, grinning toothily at the crowd. The images blended into a woman dancing in front of a crowd, her movements spinning across a domed screen. Beautiful shapes and colors flew all through the air above the crowd, mesmerizing them. The woman appeared to be in a trance state, whipping around the stage like a ballerina on fast forward. Her dance ended and the crowd erupted. She took a bow and said, "Thanks to Omega!" The image blended again, and words flew across the screen.
More energy.
More focus.
More art.
More Clout.
The image blended once more, and this time Cinder saw her own face on screen. With lightning fast reflexes, she moved under the helmet, battling Kaiser and his dragon. Cinder's heart raced—she was watching the smash she had just won. At the end, she took off her helmet and her head filled the screen, her Clout ticker in the background, soaring well into the millions. "Thanks to Omega!" she said, giving a thumbs up.
Then, the screen suddenly went static.
Silence filled the streets. Ember's mouth gaped open, and Vaughn looked at Cinder in shock. "We have to go now."
As he spoke the words, a faint voice in the crowd shouted, "Cheater!"
"But—" Cinder said, looking helplessly at Vaughn. "It's not
true! People
just saw
what happened at the smash! I didn't cheat—they manipulated me, manipulated my image and words and—"
Vaughn grabbed her jaw, silencing her. "I
know."
Her stomach twisted. So much for keeping a low profile. Alazar Wrightwood had singlehandedly just made Cinder enemy #1.
Several more shouts came from the crowd, accusing Cinder of cheating. Her knees buckled, but this time Ember caught her.
"Come on," the girl said soothingly. "Nasser will know what to do."
They ducked through the crowd, which stirred angrily in outrage. A new chant rose from the masses. "Snuff Cinder's flame! Snuff Cinder's flame!"
Cinder kept her head down as Ember led them through the crowd. They parted for her, for her beauty, and for once, she felt happy to have one of the pretty girls on her side. Vaughn held her hand, following behind her, keeping his head down. In this formation, they escaped the rioting crowd largely unnoticed.
When they reached the edge of the crowd, a pair of thick arms ripped between Cinder and Vaughn. Cinder flipped around and found Kaiser right behind them. "There you are." Then, he punched Vaughn right across the jaw.
 

 




CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Smack
 

"VAUGHN!" Ember bent to her knees next to him, stroking his forehead. Cinder watched them, torn between helping Vaughn and confronting Kaiser.
Kaiser grabbed her arm and jostled her until she stood directly in front of him. He lifted her head to his and made eye contact, swiping her information with his bionics as he did it.
He gave Cinder a look that she'd gotten used to—the look of someone who was preoccupied and not quite in the moment. She knew he was focused within his own mind, digging through the information he'd just received from her eyes.
He smirked at her. "You look a little old for such a new unique."
Cinder's mind raced for an excuse. Uniques were often reassigned from the graveyard, so her unique was used by someone who had passed away recently. Since people rarely entered or exited the city, however, uniques were almost always reassigned to children once they left the Belly Centers.
"She's an import," Vaughn said, saving Cinder. "Just transported last week."
Cinder held her head as high as she could as Kaiser stared her down. The look on his face told her that he didn't believe a word Vaughn said.
Kaiser grinned, puffing out his chest. "I knew the girl who used to have your unique. We caught her stealing from our restaurants and several others in the Madison complex." He moved closer to Cinder, until he was only an inch from her face. "But she wasn't a pretty girl and she didn't have special Omega pills to bail her out. She chose euthanasia over the degenerate life."
Cinder stared defiantly into Kaiser's eyes. "I'm sorry to hear that."
Kaiser narrowed his eyes. "You know what I think, Cinder? I think you appeared out of nowhere, just like your friend Nahum."
He plucked Vaughn from the ground and pulled him to his feet. "I heard about that disturbance last week at the testing facility," he whispered to Vaughn. "You were there, weren't you? It's just the type of job you can't resist."
"Stop it." Ember pushed Kaiser away from Vaughn.
"Ember, Kaiser said. "My beautiful rainbow-haired maven." He leaned in and stole a kiss from her lips.
They exchanged a look and their eyes communicated more than any words could. Something lingered between them. Ember's lips moved toward Kaiser, and at the same time she held up her hands and gently pushed him away. "I told you, it's over between us."
Kaiser's tender eyes hardened at Ember's words. "It didn't have to be. You could have come with me."
"But I didn't." Ember glanced back at Vaughn, before turning her attention back to Kaiser. "I won't let the two of you fight anymore."
As Cinder watched the three of them, she figured out who Kaiser was, why he looked so familiar. His features looked similar to Nasser's, like they might have been brothers by blood; his history with Vaughn and Ember implied that they had all once been intimately connected. Nasser's words came back to her.
Declan stole my best friend, the only person I never believed could betray me.
He must have been talking about Kaiser.
Kaiser's entire body went stiff. "The moment you left me, you guaranteed we'd always fight."
"You left me," Ember said angrily. "You left all of us."
Vaughn wrapped his arm across Ember's shoulder and glared at Kaiser. "What do you want?"
Kaiser circled around the three of them until he finally stopped in front of Cinder. "I want my Clout back."
Vaughn's body tensed, but Cinder held up her hand to stop him from doing anything. "It's not your Clout," she told Kaiser. "I won the battle."
"Only because you cheated."
"Those pills aren't even on the market yet," Cinder said, "and you saw what happened with your own eyes. You know FACE doctored those images to make me look bad."
"Liar," Kaiser said. "You think I don't know how the Socialpunks operate?" He laughed. "You've got nerve for such a little thing."
Cinder stood taller. "Get out of our way."
"Give me the Clout or I'll tell everyone where you really come from." He leaned in and whispered to Cinder. "The Dome." Ember gasped, and even Vaughn looked worried. Kaiser grinned wickedly. "Yes, that's right. I know all about The Dome and all the disgusting, sick experiments they do there."
Cinder's stomach flopped over; she held back every urge to respond to Kaiser's comment, even though she was dying to interrogate him. Instead, she smiled. "The Dome means nothing to me."
"But you mean something to them." Kaiser said. "Now, give me the Clout or else I'll turn you in."
"No," she said. "I don't think I will."
Vaughn nudged her. "If you get caught, they'll euthanize you. We can get the Clout a different way."
Cinder eyed Kaiser, drinking him in. "I doubt anyone told you about The Dome, which means you learned about it by breaking into that black chip." She leaned in to Kaiser. "I don't think FACE will appreciate that." She put her hands on her hips. "And if I ever do get caught, you'll be the first person I take down with me."
Kaiser's face broke out in surprise, before he chuckled. "You're very pretty, you know. Like an Ember 2.0." His words turned Ember's face to fury. "Guess that's why Nasser named you Cinder."
Cinder's hand flew across his face, knocking his head to the left with a crackling smack.
"What the—" he said, clutching his face.
"That's for Vaughn." She wrapped her leg around his and swung out, dropping him to the ground. She straddled him, holding his own arms across his neck in a firm choke. "And this is a reminder. I beat you once and I'll beat you again." She stood up and turned to Vaughn and Ember. "Let's get Nasser."
They left Kaiser in the middle of the road, shouting obscenities at her. She glanced at Ember, who couldn't stop smiling.
"What?" Cinder stirred with irritation at Kaiser.
Ember shrugged her shoulders. "Not bad, new girl."



CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Bail
 

CINDER, Vaughn, and Ember walked to the city jail, a drab triangular tower that had small slits for windows and barbed wire lining its rooftop. The jail stood in almost the very center of the city, next to the courthouse and other government buildings. The machines from the testing facility, the ones she had thought looked like ATMs, lined the outsides. Her mind told he what the really were—transactors. Vaughn walked up to one and activated it. He found Nasser's profile and Cinder pressed her finger to the screen.
A few minutes later, Cinder's Clout ticker had dropped a million Clout and Nasser was walking out of the building.
"New girl!" Nasser said. "How did you get all that Clout?"
"Long story," Cinder said. "I'll tell you over lunch."
They found a garden bar on the corner of Harrison and State and Cinder ordered them four huge plates of spaghetti. When the food came, the four of them devoured it. Cinder smiled to herself when even Ember lost her manners over the solid food. She imagined the Socialpunks hadn't had it in awhile. Whatever the people of the future might say about its nutritional value or dietary balance problems, humans would be humans, and their taste for real food would continue to be insatiable.
In between bites, Ember told Nasser all about Nahum, the death smash, the Omega commercial, and their encounter with Kaiser.
Nasser leaned back, sagging his shoulders against the booth. "I heard about the riot in the slammer. Intense." He said 'slammer' like it was a badge that gave him major street cred. "Tell me more about the pills, though."
"The Omega pills supposedly help you focus," Vaughn said. "The commercial implied that the focus could give someone an edge in creating art, so they'll be expensive when they hit the market."
Ember nodded. "The problem is that—"
"Think we can sell diluted versions?" Nasser asked, cutting Ember off.
Vaughn gave Nasser a half-shrug. "I don't see why not."
"Nasser," Ember said, trying to get his attention. "Cinder was in the commercial they played for the Omega pills. They doctored the video feed to make it look like she took the pills to win the smash as an amateur. Kaiser completely flipped out when he saw it and threatened Cinder afterwards."
Nasser sat in silence for a minute, pondering Ember's information before speaking. "They are targeting you," he told Cinder. "FACE doesn't want anyone to come out of nowhere and win a death smash. Too inspiring. You gave them no choice but to vilify you."
His words shocked her so much that she started laughing. "It wasn't even my art," she admitted. "Nahum came up with it. I just used it."
Nasser dug into a thick meatball, shoving it into his mouth whole. He chomped through it in a few chews before swallowing. "Speaking of the death smash." He pointed at Cinder. "Now that you're rich, you can pay me back for smuggling you into the city."
Cinder looked at Nasser in surprise. "Sure," she said after a minute.
Nasser lifted his sleeve and pressed Cinder's thumb to it. "Do you accept?"
"Yes," Cinder said, even though she wasn't sure what she was accepting. Ember and Vaughn sat nervously, watching the interaction.
"Great!" Nasser rolled down his sleeve. "You just gave me access to your Clout account."
Cinder saw her Clout balance, just a little under seven million, disappear to no more than five thousand.
"What—?"
"You're going on a suicide mission to rescue that friend of yours in The Dome. I don't want to lose all this Clout if you don't make it back."
Vaughn rolled his eyes. "Really, Nasser—"
"Are you taking her?"
"That's the plan," Vaughn said. "Can you and Ember get Nahum back?"
"Piece of cake." Nasser flexed his arms letting the muscles bulge from his chest. His enthusiasm and confidence scared Cinder—she wasn't sure if he understood how difficult and dangerous it would be. She could see now why Nasser's hash was at the bottom; he was reckless, he overspent, and he counted on luck to get him out of difficult situations.
Ember placed her hand on Nasser's, stopping his fork in mid-bite. "What do we do about Kaiser?"
Nasser's eyes landed on Cinder. "You think he's bluffing about telling?"
She nodded. "He can't tell," she said. "He would have to admit how he knows about The Dome to begin with. And I'm guessing FACE would do everything they could to silence him."
Nasser grinned. "You're good," he said, pointing at her. He looked at Vaughn and Ember. "Can I have a private word with Cinder?"
Vaughn's neck tensed and his hand formed a fist. "Now?" he asked.
Ember looked surprised too. "Nasser…"
Nasser shook his head slightly at the two of them. Ember stood up and grabbed Vaughn's arm, lifting him out of his chair. Vaughn stared at Cinder, wide-eyed and anxious, as if he were trying to send her a message. But she had no idea what he was trying to communicate, or whether she should be alarmed over Nasser's request.
Ember dragged Vaughn to the restaurant doors. "We'll wait outside," she told Nasser.
Nasser nodded and set his fork down. He waited a minute, until the restaurant doors closed behind the other two Socialpunks.
They were completely alone in the restaurant, outside of the few waitresses that stood behind the transactors, chatting idly to each other. "You're doing well," he told her. "It sounds like you held the Socialpunks together while I was missing in action."
"Well, it's my fault Declan found you to begin with," Cinder said. "Thank you for not getting mad at me for that, by the way."
"I expected too much of you," Nasser said. "I should have told you about Smolder and Kaiser so you wouldn't be surprised."
"What happened to Smolder?"
Nasser bowed his head. "She used to worship me. Then about five months ago, we ran a job and Declan's crew took her. We couldn't get her back right away because the job debacle left us broke. Real similar to the situation with Nahum. Anyway, she stayed there about two months and when we finally paid back the debt, she had already been freed. She could have come back at any time, but she had decided to stay with Declan."
"That makes no sense," Cinder said. "Smolder looked miserable when I saw her. Why would she stay now?"
Nasser chuckled. "Smolder isn't as strong as you, Cinder. And I can't take her back now, not without putting the hash at risk. She betrayed me."
"She helped me escape," Cinder insisted. "She isn't loyal to Declan."
"That tells me nothing," Nasser said, "except that she has no loyalty." He met Cinder's eyes. "This is good. You're good for me. You help me think clearly."
"I pay my debts," Cinder said.
"You're brave, you're smart." Nasser twisted his fork in his food. "And you're beautiful."
Cinder ducked her head. "You know, no one ever told me that until I came here."
Nasser chuckled again. "I have a hard time believing that. Vaughn and Nahum can barely take their eyes off you."
Cinder felt her cheeks flush.
"I'll be frank." Nasser folded his hands together and leaned on the table. "I need someone to help me rebuild this hash. A partner who can reign me in when I'm wrong. Someone with a good head on her shoulders. You know, Kaiser used to be my right hand," Nasser said. "Then he tried to take over. He stopped taking orders and started doing things his own way. I had everything under control in my own way, but then he ruined us."
Cinder shook her head. "I—I just don't understand," she said. "Why are you telling me this?"
"I need a new right hand," Nasser said. "And I want a woman this time."
Cinder had no idea what to say to him. "But—but what about Ember?" she stammered. "She would do anything for you."
"Ember is loyal, but she's not a lion. I need someone fierce."
"And you want me?" Cinder asked, confused. "You barely know me."
"You'd be great at this." Nasser's eyes sparkled the same way they did when he schemed. "Everyone can see that. My hash wouldn't have followed you if they didn't."
"You want me to be your right hand man," Cinder said slowly, trying to understand what Nasser was asking.
"I need you to come back from The Dome alive. Bring Dash. Bring as many as you think we can handle. I don't think I have to tell you that something big is going down in Silicon City, with FACE rolling out these Omega pills. The Socialpunks won't survive without numbers. We're too small."
"This arrangement," Cinder said carefully. "You want me to… be with you also, don't you?" She felt silly saying it, but she had to know exactly what she was getting into. No king wanted a queen who was only his friend.
Nasser shook his head, to her surprise. "No, that's not necessary… but you can't be with anyone else. I can't have my right hand serving two men."
Cinder took a deep breath. "You want me to give up love to help you rebuild your hash?"
"Look," Nasser said. "I know it's not what you deserve. I know I can't love you like Nahum does, or predict your needs like Vaughn does. And I know I can't capture your heart like Dash has. But I can give you power and protect you and make you a queen."
"Power means nothing to me," Cinder said. "I can't—"
"When Dash gets here, he'll need protection," Nasser reminded her. "Girls like Smolder need protection. Protection doesn't come free; power provides it."
"So you'll let me save them," Cinder said, "as long as I don't fall in love."
"You'll get anything and anyone you want," Nasser said. "But you have to serve me."
Nasser stood up and extended his hand to Cinder. "You know, I wouldn't let you go back to The Dome if I didn't think you could bring an army back with you."
Cinder didn't know quite what he meant by that, but she decided it would be easier not to respond. He had given her so much to think about and she didn't think she could take another piece of information at the moment. On the one hand, she needed Nasser's hash and she promised she would do what he wanted if he helped her save Dash. On the other hand, she would never fall in love again, never explore the beginnings of feelings with Nahum, never have a chance to help Dash change his mind about her.
Not that it mattered with Dash; Cinder knew in her heart that her best friend just didn't love her like that. Maybe aligning herself with Nasser would be for the best. Maybe he would keep her from getting her heart broken again. And she could do something real for once in her life, something important. She could be someone her hash depended on; she could balance out Nasser's not-so-brilliant moments, and she could help him keep them all safe.
Nasser led Cinder out of the garden bar and they met up with the other two. Vaughn's eyes immediately went to Nasser holding Cinder's hand.
"Ready to go?" Ember asked. Nasser nodded, and the four of them ran to the track so they could go home. The mood seemed ominous, with Vaughn barely saying a word to anyone, and Ember giving Cinder the cold shoulder. Cinder didn't know if Vaughn and Ember had guessed what Nasser wanted to talk to her about, but if they had, Ember could be mad at her for any number of reasons.
Nasser was the only one who seemed to be in good spirits. "Those people in the slammer are nuts," he said conversationally. "They have all these conspiracy theories. Like, they think FACE is developing some sort of drug that will turn them into an art farm to avoid compensating them. I mean, I know Alazar Wrightwood isn't the most popular person in the city right now, but he's not going to drug the entire city just to get a law passed. How would he even do that?"
Cinder saw, in her mind's eye, a cluster of clockwork gears that suddenly shifted into place. The clock whizzed to life, each mechanical gear turning in perfect sync with the others.
Cinder looked at Vaughn and saw he was thinking the same thing. "Omega pills," they said at the same time.
"What?" Ember said.
"Omega pills," Vaughn repeated. "That's how they're going to drug the entire city."
"And that's why they need The Dome," Cinder added. "It
is
a testing ground. Just not for what we thought."



CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

Backtrack
 

THAT evening at the Socialpunk lair had been restful and uneventful, the calm before the storm. Cinder and Nasser had stayed up late, plotting strategy for both the black chip drop and rescuing Dash, while Vaughn and Ember hid away in one of the tents. The next morning Vaughn seemed a bit cheerier toward Cinder, which lasted through the moments when they parted with the others and headed back to the training facility.
Cinder had climbed up the wall to the training facility with hardly any trouble, and no fear of heights. When she reached the top, Silicon City surprised her with how different it looked through her bionics, like the difference between a movie and a black and white photo. The city came alive, and for the first time, Cinder realized how the upgraded people could be so terrified of degeneration. It would be like watching a rose's bloom shrivel, watching the color drain from someone's face, watching the world fade away into nothing. Degeneration would feel like a slow, painful death.
They boarded the elevator to the training facility at its highest point, on the 245th
floor. The doors of the elevator shut and the elevator plummeted. Cinder shivered, and Vaughn wrapped his hand around the outside of hers to stop it from trembling.
"You've got this," Vaughn whispered.
The elevator doors opened and they stepped out to the hallway with the transactors. She took a deep breath, keeping in mind that the machines also recorded other vital signs like body heat and pulse. It was part of the fingerprint security—a guilty person would be outside the normal ranges. She pressed her finger to the screen and held her breath.
The screen lit up and a cool woman's voice came from the transactor. "Please leave all personal belongings in the lockers."
With a sign of relief, Cinder entered the locker rooms and found her locker. She noticed a man's naked butt walk past and remembered with clarity that the locker rooms were co-ed. She took another deep breath and pretended she was someone else, someone who had grown up in 2198, someone who didn't care about gender separation in semi-public areas. She undressed and pulled an elegant, red gown from the locker.
"Good, you made it."
Cinder jumped and whipped around, pressing her arms against her chest. Vaughn leaned against the lockers opposite from hers wearing a white tux with red accents that matched the color of her dress.
"A little privacy?" she said between her teeth, so no one else would hear.
Vaughn raised his eyebrows. "Modest, are we?"
"Just nervous." Cinder slipped her legs into the gown and lifted the hair from her neck. "Can you zip me?"
Vaughn's fingers grazed the small of her back gently, moving the zipper upwards.
Cinder grabbed the red heels and the small purse that held gloves and jewelry. They entered the platform and stood in line for a representative to brief them individually. There were 12 testers total, and each of the testers wore lavish clothes fit for a gala. Cinder just wasn't sure what kind of gala it might be, since few people in The Dome could afford such beautiful clothing.
When it was Cinder's turn, she stepped into the briefing room.
A woman in a white suit greeted her. The woman had long brown hair and no physical alterations, not even muscles—she looked quite normal, like someone from The Dome. Behind the woman stood Alazar Wrightwood himself, with his violently green hair and snake-like eyes. "Tester #6," the woman said. "You've been assigned to distribution detail." She handed Cinder a small, cinched pouch. "Just a few sprinkles in everyone's drink will do. Please note that you will not be able to send communications to anyone outside the VR while inside, not even the testing facility." The woman held out a small tablet. "This waiver says that you understand the risks of this mission include getting stuck in the VR, which will eventually lead to your death. We will guide you through your mission with informational updates, but you will not be able to contact us if you get into trouble. Sign here."
Cinder pressed her finger to the tablet, aware of Alazar Wrightwood's eyes taking in her every move. "Where do I go once I'm inside?"
The woman exchanged a look with Alazar before turning back to Cinder. A patient smile crept across the woman's face. "You will know when the time comes."
The woman motioned Cinder to a second door opposite of the one through which she entered. As Cinder exited, she felt Alazar Wrightwood's eyes follow her from the room. She wondered if he recognized her from the commercial. And why was he overseeing the testing in person? It seemed too strange a coincidence for him to be there, even if it was his own experiment.
A few testers later, Vaughn came through the doors and they found an empty train car. The testers were not supposed to talk to each other, not supposed to tell each other what their job was—but Cinder whispered to Vaughn anyway.
"Powder?"
"More like crushed pills. I'm supposed to spike the drinks."
"Me too," Cinder said. "I'll probably flush it though."
Vaughn sighed, shaking his head. "You really do want to die in that hellhole."
Her body tensed. "What would you have me do? I can't send innocent people to their deaths."
Vaughn looked surprised. "You can't make it out alive if you purposely mess up the experiment." He faced Cinder and forced her to look at him. "We agreed that we could only save Dash, remember? Everyone else in your world will die, one way or the other. You promised—"
"You're right." Cinder felt sick to her stomach remembering Vaughn's words.
You do know that if we go after Dash, we can only grab Dash, right? Not your parents, not your friends, not Nahum's parents—not anyone else.
She
had
agreed to his terms, and now she had to keep her end of the bargain.
The train lurched forward and Cinder shivered again and again, sending chills all throughout her body. She didn't understand why her body was reacting that way; she wasn't even cold. The temperature was 17 degrees Celsius, a temperature her body was equipped to handle with ease. No, it wasn't biological. The train reminded her of her past, when anxiety and pain ruled her life. She had been so brave and strong in Silicon City, but in The Dome, she had been nothing. Would she revert when she saw Dash again? Suddenly, she felt ill-prepared for what they were about to do.
Vaughn, who seemed to have been watching her the whole time, sighed again. "I'll take your pouch."
Cinder shook her head. "That doesn't make it better."
"I'm not trying to make you feel better." Vaughn held out his hand. "I just don't trust your gentle heart."
Cinder frowned and handed him the pouch. Even Vaughn could see her getting weaker the closer they got to The Dome. Depressed, she changed the subject. "What did you think of Alazar Wrightwood in the training room?"
Vaughn turned to her, perplexed. "I didn't see him in there." He sat up taller and faced Cinder. "You mean on a screen or something?"
Cinder said nothing.
"Wait—" Vaughn said, "You saw Alazar Wrightwood in your briefing?" He looked alarmed.
Her heart pounded. So Alazar
had
singled her out, twice now. Because he knew about the black chip? Or because he knew she was from The Dome? She twirled a piece of her hair through her fingers and braced herself to lie. "No," she said. "I meant he was on one of the screens, that's all."
Vaughn exhaled. "You had me worried there."
The train pulled into the California stop and the doors opened quickly, abruptly.
"This is the spot we first met," Vaughn pointed out. "Do you remember?"
"No," Cinder said absentmindedly. Images of her and Dash climbing to the platform, catching the train, floated into her mind. The last time it had been just them. The last time she'd truly felt happy around him.
"Sure you do," Vaughn said, interrupting her thoughts. "You brushed against me and I heard your heartbeat. That's how I knew something was wrong with the world, wrong with the mission. That's how I knew you were a real, flesh-and-blood girl."
Cinder said nothing; she couldn't stop staring at the platform next to the tracks. She imagined how different her life would be if Dash had just handed her his keys and let her go home. She would be safe in her bed right now, or Dash's bed, instead of on this train, risking her life to save him. Would it be better? Would it be better not knowing of The Dome's impending doom? Would it better to have lived the rest of their lives, albeit a short rest, enjoying the simplicity of what they had without Socialpunks or Carvers of FACE or Omega pills?
"Ima—" Vaughn started, "I know you're in love with Dash—"
Cinder couldn't hear Vaughn anymore—she was curled up next to Dash, tucked safely under his sheets, and he was holding her close to him, his lips touching her forehead. In her mind, they were far away from both The Dome and Silicon City, sleeping in a small cottage separate from civilization. She looked liked herself again, the self she was born as, rather than a female version of the Terminator. And she was strong still—not the sniveling, pathetic girl she used to be. Not the girl who would panic in social situations or cringe at anything that had to do with the number six. She would be worthy of Dash's love instead of chasing after it hopelessly. And they would be safe, away from the people who tried to control them.
The train doors shut, and with it, her fantasy.
They started moving again and Cinder's thoughts turned to the task at hand. She wasn't sure how Dash would react when he saw her. She had changed so much in just a week, physically, of course, but also mentally and emotionally. She didn't feel like a little girl anymore. She felt fierce and alive. She couldn't imagine shying away from a man's gaze or being afraid of her father. If she saw her father today, she dared him to come up to her! Ima would have run, but Cinder would rip him apart.
"Cinder? Cinder?" Vaughn waved his hand in front of her face. She looked up, startled.
"You haven't heard a word I've said, have you?"
She blinked. "I'm so sorry," she told Vaughn.
Vaughn swallowed. "It's okay," he said. Disappointment flooded his eyes, but he smiled at her all the same. Several minutes passed.
"Well, what were you saying?" she asked.
Vaughn hesitated. "I was saying," he said quietly, "that I was able to track Dash." Vaughn put his finger to Cinder's temple to show her a map of the city. "He's alive and in the downtown."
"At the Willis Tower," Cinder said, recognizing the location of the blinking dot on the map. "Or at least, what remains of it. But what's he doing there?"
The train doors opened at the Jackson stop and several other testers stepped out onto the platform. Vaughn and Cinder followed, headed east.
A dark shadow fell across Vaughn's face. "The Willis Tower?" he asked. "That's where the experiment is taking place."
Cinder's gut twisted. "He's there, isn't he? He's at the party we're about to take out."



CHAPTER THIRTY
Spike
 

"WE have to get him," Cinder said. She panicked; this messed up her plan completely. She had meant to carry out the experiment, then find a land line and ask Dash to meet them at the train stop.
But now, Dash was in danger. Cinder hurried down Jackson street, toward the Willis Tower, as fast as she could in the red heels. The last time she had worn heels was with Dash, on the way to the concert. To her surprise, she had an easier time walking with these heels and could take quicker, steadier strides.
Vaughn grabbed Cinder's arm. "Slow down. You're drawing attention to yourself."
She spun around, frustrated. "If it were Ember, would you walk?" she challenged Vaughn.
Vaughn seemed taken aback; his insistence turned to a long frown. "You'd be surprised what I would and wouldn't do for Ember." But after that, he kept pace with Cinder, and they were the first of the testers to arrive.
The elevator stopped at the 22nd
floor. At one time, the Willis Tower had been over one hundred floors tall, one of the tallest buildings in the world. A series of tornados had taken the entire building out during the Scorched Years. When the city was domed, they rebuilt the Willis Tower as tall as they could to commemorate the city's history.
The elevator doors opened to a long hallway that led to a set of stairs. Vaughn and Cinder ascended the stairs to the rooftop, where the party bellowed in full swing.
Red roses and pearls and crisp linen decorated every table. A swanky ice sculpture of a dove stood in the middle of the rooftop, surrounded by large candle columns that gave off a soft, yellow light. The women dressed in elegant red gowns, while the men dressed in black and white suits with red accents.
Cinder made her way through the crowd and found an empty table to set her purse down. "Do you see Dash?"
Vaughn shook his head. "Nowhere in sight, yet." He scanned the room. "I'm going to check by the food table."
Her eyes fell on the spread of food—warm, spreadable cheeses, crackers and fruit, pasta, rice, chicken, mashed potatoes, mini burgers, even lobster and crab legs. And that was only what Cinder could see—behind that table she saw two more tables. Her mouth watered, dying to get a taste, before a pang of sickness knocked at the insides of her stomach.
"How can you think of food right now?" Cinder asked Vaughn. "Look for Dash!"
"I am looking for Dash," he grumbled, before taking off toward the food tables anyway.
Cinder plopped into a chair and tilted her head back in agony.
"Ima? Is that you?"
Cinder's eyes popped open. "Dash?" She flipped around in her seat and found a tall, blonde waiter staring down at her in disbelief.
Dash dropped his tray of spirits onto the table. The clatter rang sharply into the air and one of the champagne glasses fell off the table and shattered.
Dash dropped to his knees to clean up the mess. "Let me help you," Cinder said pointedly. She grabbed a fresh napkin from the table and bent to the floor, blotting the stone with the cloth.
"I thought you were dead," Dash whispered. "There was an explosion last week at the concert—so many people died, and I left early and you were still there with Nahum—" Then, Dash did something Cinder had never seen before—he started tearing up. The two of them sat silently for several minutes, Dash crying and Cinder patting his back. "I missed you so much," Dash finally choked out. "I thought it was all my fault—"
"It wasn't," Cinder whispered. Dash's tears touched her, and she felt that nervous anxiety creeping up again. " But I can't explain things here. I need you to be ready to leave this party at a moment's notice." She squeezed Dash's hand. "And I need you to trust me."
"You found him." She looked up and found Vaughn staring down at them, expressionless. He held out his hand to Cinder and helped her stand up.
Dash stood up at the same time and nearly dropped the broken glass he had just cleaned up. "What the hell happened to you?" She was just a few inches shorter than him in her heels. He swallowed and backed away from them. "And who is this guy?" Confusion covered Dash's face. "And why are your eyes purple?"
Dash backed into the railing on the rooftop and stopped. "I'm going nuts, aren't I?" He put his hands to his face in horror. "You're not really here. You're not real."
"No, no." Cinder stepped forward, reaching out her arm to Dash. He flinched away from her, sending a jolt of pain through her body. She pulled her hand back. "It's me, I promise. Ask me anything, something that only I would know."
Dash met her eyes, debating something in his mind. "How many times did we… you know."
Cinder tried to keep the surprise off her face. She took a deep breath, then answered, "Six times."
Dash breathed out. "You better have a good explanation for growing about a foot in a week."
"Eight inches," Vaughn said. He took a bite of his apple and held out his hand. "I'm Vaughn, by the way. We're here to rescue you." He held up the two bags of powder—his own and Cinder's. "I just need to take care of something first."
Cinder glared at Vaughn for his indiscretion. She grabbed Dash's and Vaughn's arms and dragged them behind a group of tree stands next to the stage, where they could speak candidly, away from spying ears.
"Rescue me?" Dash stared into Cinder's eyes, as if he were looking for traces of the girl he remembered.
Lia popped in from out of nowhere with a scrunched nose and narrow eyes. "Rescue Dash from what?" She wore a tailored skirt suit and held her tray perfectly flat in the air, like a well-trained cocktail waitress.
Vaughn looked Lia up and down in one quick glance. "Oh look, the pretty blonde girl our hero is in love with." He looked pointedly at Cinder, who glared back at him. "Someone I doubt Dash would want to
leave behind."
Dash's cheeks deepened with pink, and he looked flustered. "Okay, what's going on? Ima, explain this."
Cinder shot daggers at Vaughn with a look that she hoped said,
what are you doing?
Vaughn ignored her and instead grinned at Lia.
"Lia, right?" Vaughn placed his fist on his chest, extending his elbow. "Let's give these two some privacy. Perhaps you can help me with a small chore."
Lia looked at Dash, then at Cinder, and finally, back at Dash. Dash gave Lia a small nod, and she huffed. She took Vaughn's arm and they walked away toward the bar. In the distance, Cinder heard Lia ask Vaughn, "So, who are you and how do you know my name?"
She turned back to Dash.
"Well?" he said.
Cinder shook her head, unsure of where to start. "You're not going to believe this." Then, she proceeded to tell him everything, from how Vaughn rescued her and Nahum after the explosion to how she learned about the real world, the one outside of The Dome, to how she had to get surgery to stay under the radar, to how she knew she had to come back for Dash. She left out the truth about the drugs, and how she knew something terrible would happen at the party. She had a feeling Dash might not come if she told him. She would wait until later, when they were on the train, to come clean about it.
Dash sat quietly as she spoke, leaning against the edge of the stage with his knees at his chest and his feet planted solidly on the ground. When Cinder had finished speaking, he said, "It's worse than we thought."
Cinder did a double take. "You knew about all this?"
Dash shook his head. "I knew those hoods were the ones who caused the explosion at the Oriental Theater, and I know something bad is going to happen tonight. The rest of it, about 2198 and how there's a whole other world out there… I—" Dash pushed two fingers against his eyebrows, like he was massaging a headache. "I don't know what to believe yet."
"Believe me," Cinder said simply.
"I'm trying to. But I don't want to." Dash sighed, suddenly looking like a very old man. "I'll have to report this back to the coalition."
"The coalition?"
"There's a small group of rebels who know the explosions weren't accidents, but rather attacks. We were tipped off that there might be another attack tonight."
"Dash," Cinder said softly, "There
will
be another attack. We have to leave. We have to get out of The Dome. My hash can smuggle you into the city, protect you—"
"And what about everyone else?"
Cinder thought carefully about her words. Vaughn's message earlier now became clear.
Someone I doubt Dash would want to leave behind.
She would have to make Dash understand that they couldn't save everyone, that they could only save themselves, or die with the others.
"The people who are running this experiment are incredibly powerful," Cinder said carefully. "We can't beat them. We can only hide from them, blend in to a new world and start over."
"So you want to just leave and let everyone else die?" Dash asked.
"Look," Cinder said. "I can talk to Vaughn about Lia. We can probably bring her back too, if you want."
Dash's face turned to shock. "You think this is about Lia?" he asked. "Ima, do you care nothing for your family? Your mom is devastated that you're gone. Completely heartbroken. And your dad is missing. She has no one left. Don't you even care at all?"
"Dash, I don't control all of this," Cinder said helplessly. "I can't stop any of this from happening."
"You
can
stop it," Dash said. "You just choose to do nothing instead."
Cinder stirred and mulled with an anger that rose from her chest like fumes. How dare Dash accuse her of anything—she had risked her life to save him, and this was how he thanked her?
"Lia," Dash said. "You're back."
Cinder turned around to find Lia standing over them, holding a tray with a tall glass vase on it. She looked behind Lia, but didn't see anyone else. "Where's Vaughn?"
Lia shrugged. "I don't know." Then, she grabbed the glass vase from her tray and crashed it down on Cinder's head.



CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Lose
 

THE vase crashed into Cinder's skull, shattering shards of glass all over her shoulders. "Hey!" She stood up and grabbed Lia, shoving her up against the railing. Lia clawed at her, but she was no match for Cinder, not anymore. Not when Cinder had 22nd
century technology embedded in her.
"Stop!" Dash yelled. Cinder gasped at his tone and released Lia immediately. She ducked around her and flew into Dash's arms.
"Her boyfriend spiked all the alcohol with this powdery stuff, said it was drugs." Lia buried her head in Dash's chest, making crying noises. "I told him I was going to the restroom, then I ran to find you. Don't you see, Dash?
Ima
is the one trying to destroy The Dome. She's on their side!"
"No," Dash said, still holding Lia in his arms. "Ima wouldn't do that. She's here to save us, Lia. She wouldn't. Tell her, E."
Dash looked at Cinder to confirm. She hesitated, trying to think of the right words to use. She couldn't lie; Dash would know in a heartbeat.
"We are
not
the ones who want to destroy The Dome. We pretended to work for FACE because it was the only way to get back in. FACE
is
trying to drug the citizens, though."
"See," Dash told Lia soothingly. "They're double agents. They probably switched out the real drugs for sugar, right?" He looked at her again with expectation.
Cinder felt her face giving her away; she saw Dash's eyes fill with disappointment. "We—we couldn't."
"You're
purposely
drugging these people?" Dash looked shocked.
"I've already told you," Cinder said angrily. "We can't save everyone."
Dash looked positively livid. "Why. Not?"
"Dash, please understand. All three—" Cinder looked at Lia, whom she thought she might need on her side, and corrected herself. "Four. All four of us are dead if it looks like Vaughn and I botched the experiment on purpose."
"So that's it? That's who you are now, E? You're the girl who'll save her own skin at the expense of others?"
Cinder couldn't believe his words; not just because they were angry, but also because she realized that she had
never
been that girl to save others. She couldn't think of a single reason Dash would think so highly of her to see her that way, as the girl who saved others. She had been focused on saving Dash with an exacting singularity this whole time, hadn't she? She knew that terrible things were happening in The Dome, and her only response was to escape it with her best friend, no one else.
She
wasn't
a hero, not in the slightest. She was a self-absorbed narcissist. And for the first time since entering The Dome, she felt ashamed of her thoughts and actions.
Dash glared at her. "I'm not leaving," he said simply. "I'll stay, I'll fight, I'll die if I have to. But I won't abandon my home."
At the word 'home,' Cinder realized how silly her little plan had been. Vaughn had warned her, all the Socialpunks had. In her shortsightedness, she had only thought of what she wanted. She had made the assumption that Dash wanted to be saved, wanted to be with her and only her in a new world. She hadn't thought about what he wanted at all, hadn't thought about how he belonged in The Dome, how he thrived in it. The Dome meant nothing to her, but to Dash it was home—the only one he'd ever known. Dash had family here; he had friends. All she had ever had was Dash.
"I should have never come back to The Dome," she said, still shocked by the realization. She had risked everything to save one person, someone who didn't even love her the way she loved him. She had ignored that all to save him when he didn't even want her help. It had always been that way—she had always needed him, and he had never needed her. She couldn't blame him. She was as cold and calculated as the machines within her body, that helped her pin innocent girls against railings and told her things she needed to know without having to ask questions. She was nothing more than a computer, a computer among men.
Cinder turned away from Dash and Lia, turned away from their accusing faces, and stalked toward the food table. There, she found Vaughn, dipping two shrimp in a large vat of cocktail sauce.
"So," he said nonchalantly. "What stopped you from tossing her overboard?"
Cinder set her jaw, saying nothing. She grabbed a handful of shrimp and started dipping them like chips, one after the other. With each swallow, she tried to swallow her emotions, drown them back down into her stomach, so she didn't have to show Vaughn any weakness, or how much it hurt to lose Dash the way she just had.
Vaughn glanced over at her with concern, his cockiness completely wiped away by her silence. "He's not coming, is he?"
Cinder shook her head slowly, coming to the realization herself. She would never see Dash again.
"I'm sorry." He pulled her toward him, wrapping his arms around her. He had never hugged her to comfort her, and never shown her that kind of empathy. Maybe he did have feelings after all.
His body tensed suddenly, and he nodded his head at someone behind her. "That's the signal," he whispered.
"Now?" Cinder said. She looked all around and noticed that most of the party guests seemed dulled down and without personality. The noise of chatter had dimmed to a near dead silence, aside from the music playing on stage. Up close, the people had glassy eyes and looked to be in their own worlds. They almost seemed comatose, focused maniacally inside their minds, unreachable.
Cinder searched the crowd with her bionics, but Dash and Lia had disappeared already. Flashbacks of the first explosion in the concert hall filled her mind, along with the moment she realized that she may have lost Dash, forever.
Vaughn held out his hand to her. "Cinder, let's go."
Something about this gesture—the familiarity of it, the knowledge that accepting Vaughn's hand said something about her character—stopped her in her tracks. "No," she said.
Vaughn looked at her in surprise. "This isn't a joke."
"I can't," Cinder said, shaking her head. "I can't leave him again." She kissed Vaughn on the cheek. "Goodbye, Vaughn."



CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Blow
 

CINDER backed away from Vaughn, memorizing his face before she turned around. She ran for the kitchen attachment that housed the ovens and the food preparation supplies. She burst through the swinging kitchen doors and yelled, "Da —"
A hand clamped over her mouth—Vaughn's. "Did you really think I would leave without you?" he whispered.
His hand still over her mouth, he pulled her behind a metal prep table. Steel pots and pans in all different sizes lined the racks underneath, glistening dangerously, like a single movement might disturb their delicate balance, sending them clanging to the floor. A man in a full chef's outfit had seven or eight dishes going at once across multiple stoves. He moved between the pans, tossing olive oil in one, vegetables in another, giving yet another a stir.
"He's drugged," Cinder said. "We did this to him."
"No," Vaughn said. "I couldn't go through with it. I switched out the powder for sugar and poured the rest down the sink."
Cinder thought back to Dash's harsh, cruel assessment of her. "But we didn't stop it. We didn't do enough."
"Well, we have fourteen minutes to redeem ourselves." Cinder nodded; a red light flashed behind her eyelid too, just like his. The light signaled that their train was leaving, and unless they left soon, they weren't going to make it.
"You should go," Cinder said. "Don't sacrifice yourself for me."
Vaughn shook his head, laughing. "You silly girl. You are the only thing I would sacrifice if I didn't follow you."
Cinder felt her heart melt at his words; in a strange way, Vaughn was declaring his loyalty to her, right then and there. He was choosing her over everything else—2198, Silicon City, the Socialpunks, Ember, even his own life.
Like a brick, the thought of Nahum suddenly hit her, and her blood turned to acid, searing her insides. How could she have forgotten about him? And was she willing to sacrifice never seeing Nahum again, just to stand at her best friend's side while he chose death?
"Do you hear that?" Vaughn asked, cupping his hand to his ear.
Cinder nodded. "Voices."
They made their way to the other side of the kitchen slowly, carefully, so as not to cause a noise. Cinder heard Dash's voice, urging Lia to stay and help him with something.
"You heard Ren," Lia said. "We came here to learn, to stop—but not to save. There's nothing we can do for them anymore, thanks to Ima and her merry band of drug dealers."
Cinder's heart pounded at the mention of her past name in such a poisonous tone.
Dash cringed. "I already told you, this isn't E's fault."
"All my friends are dead," Lia said. "It's someone's fault."
Cinder didn't know that the Trio hadn't made it out of the concert hall that night. She couldn't imagine what the kids at her high school who survived were feeling. Half the school had probably died that night—were the hallways as empty as Cinder pictured them?
She stood up, letting Vaughn's hand fall from hers and revealing herself. She looked at him and he nodded slightly. He stood up next to her. "We'll help you," Cinder said, addressing Dash only.
Dash looked up in disbelief. "E. I thought you had gone." He took three huge steps towards her and swirled her into a hug that didn't end. They spun round and round, and Cinder took a mental recording of the moment, just in case they all died that night, that she might play it back in her last seconds on earth.
Vaughn cleared his throat, and Dash set Cinder on the ground.
"Our best bet is to fill the elevators with bodies and send them down, load by load," Vaughn told them. He found an old fire alarm lever and pulled it. Water poured from the sides of the kitchen and an ear-splitting alarm sounded overhead.
"Not in my food!" The man cooking cursed and screamed as the water ruined his creations. Cinder couldn't move, just stood there with her mouth open—she couldn't believe that the man was not interested in
why
the water was drenching everything around him, only that he couldn't cook anymore.
"Alright, sir, let's get you out of here." Vaughn picked up the cook and cradled him like a child. As Vaughn exited the kitchens, the cook coughed and pounded on his chest—he had inhaled a lot of smoke and may have been having trouble breathing.
A few seconds later, the faint sound of an explosion blasted from outside on the rooftop.
Dash ran for the doors. "Follow me!"
Cinder and Lia ran out to the open rooftop. Flames engulfed what was once the ice sculpture, licking at the sky with their long tendrils. The people around them were subdued, despite the flames spreading from table to table, lighting the linens on fire.
One woman scribbled furiously into a notebook as her table flamed in front of her, biting at the edges of her paper. "Take this one," Dash instructed them, and Cinder slung the woman over his shoulder. She continued to scribble, using Cinder's back as a flat surface to write against. Cinder set her down on the floor of one of the elevators next to the cook.
"This one now!" Dash yelled over the alarms. The three of them started working methodically through the crowd, plucking the ones closest to the fire and filling the elevators. Vaughn and Cinder each worked alone, while Dash and Lia worked together, using their combined strength.
The fire quickly spread to the kitchens, which exploded, sending huge fiery balls into the air and lighting up the city like fireworks. Cinder ushered another person into the first elevator, which was nearly full.
"We have to go now," Vaughn yelled to Dash.
"Not yet!" Dash yelled back. "All these people—"
"Let's go!" Lia insisted, tugging on Dash's arm.
He struggled out of her grasp. "No! We have to save them!"
Vaughn scooped up Dash and threw him over one shoulder. Dash, a big guy himself, punched Vaughn in the back over and over again, shouting obscenities. Vaughn didn't budge.
Cinder grabbed Lia's hand and pulled her into one of the elevators full of people, while Vaughn and Dash took the other. Cinder pressed the first floor button and the elevator creaked into motion. An explosion louder than anything yet that night shook the elevator.
Lia braced herself against one of the walls, looking like a supermodel even though they'd nearly blown up. She brushed her blonde hair behind her ears to one side.
"You have a LOT of explaining to do, Ima."
She thought back to Lia's words, calling her a traitor. "It's Cinder now. And the only thing worth explaining is why I saved your skinny little butt instead of letting you blow up."
Lia folded her arms across her chest. "Dash would have killed you otherwise." The elevator landed and the doors opened. Lia strutted out of the elevator before Cinder. "You know," she said, looking back at her, "Dash and I aren't—" Lia's face turned to terror.
An arm reached around Cinder's neck and she felt the prick of a needle pierce her skin. She spun around to see her attacker, but fell to the ground mid-spin.
The other elevator's doors dinged. "It's a trap!" Lia shouted to Dash and Vaughn, but it was too late. A masked man in all black came from nowhere and pricked Vaughn with a needle filled with what looked like thick, yellow goo. The other men grabbed Lia and Dash, taking them into custody.
At the same time, a blinking light behind Cinder's eye went off one, two, three times.
As her vision blurred and her companions faded away, she could only think of one thing—how the train was pulling away from the Jackson station at that very moment, taking the people of the real world with it back to Silicon City. How she was stuck in
this
world, this old, dead world that clung to the earth like a bubble to a tile. The temptation to pop a bubble like The Dome was too strong, too irresistible. But she might never get her chance again.
When she left this world the last time, it was out of curiosity. This time, if she ever escaped again, it would be out of necessity—because it wouldn't take long for her to go crazy in this prison.



CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Ping
 

WHEN Cinder woke up, she found herself in a small room not much larger than a coffin. The walls were padded with foam and there was no light—if it weren't for her bionics, she wouldn't be able to see even a foot in front of her.
A ping entered her mind.
Cinder. We must talk. Not much time left.
Who are you?
she pinged back.
You can call me The Researcher. I have answers for you.
Cinder closed her eyes, considering it for a minute. Involuntarily, she started giggling to herself for even hesitating. She had no other options—she was stuck in a pitch-black padded cell in The Dome, where she was doomed to die anyway. She accepted the connection and opened her mind to The Researcher.
Cinder had never connected with anyone before, so when a familiar man appeared in her mind's eye, she jumped.
You!
she pinged. The scruffy man who had recognized her through Vaughn's black bead filled her mind, looking dirtier and more frazzled than ever.
Yes, you saw me a few days ago through the transmitter,
the man pinged back. Their pings back and forth felt like a fluid conversation with no pauses, almost like having a conversation in real life.
How do you know me?
Cinder asked.
That will come soon,
The Researcher pinged. He paused, and in Cinder's mind, she felt his hesitation like he was sitting right next to her.
We have to be careful and quick. This is a private line, but I'm at great personal risk using it.
Are you in danger?
Cinder asked.
The Researcher snorted.
Only if Alazar catches me in his office. It's the only place that never gets tapped for recordings.
Cinder nodded. The Researcher clearly worked for FACE, which explained how he intercepted the black chip.
What answers do you have?
she asked.
Cinder… I've watched you for so long as number 3281. It's strange to say your chosen name.
I prefer Cinder,
she told him.
Of course,
the Researcher said.
I am so sorry for what I've done to you.
Cinder hesitated, something clicking in her mind.
You created me, didn't you?
I created all of you—several hundred thousand total.
And you created The Dome?
Cinder's stomach stirred uneasily. If it weren't for The Researcher, she wouldn't exist. But it was also disheartening to learn that her entire existence was just an experiment.
You must despise me,
The Researcher said.
I haven't decided yet,
she admitted.
Maybe if you answer some of my questions, I'll come around.
Ask away.
Cinder thought for a moment.
Why?
she asked.
Why create The Dome? Why trap us?
The Researcher gave a small chuckle.
When I first received funding for this project ten years ago, I was one of the highest regarded scientists in Silicon City. We were attempting to implant aspects of personality—traits, characteristics, mannerisms—into living beings with predictable results.
So everything about me is a lie?
Cinder asked.
You picked out my entire personality?
Well, the science behind it is much more complicated than walking down the aisle and picking personality traits. You have to make sure the traits are compatible. You have to make sure the compatibility ratio is under a certain Phi Beta coefficient value, which you can look up on charts based on the personality trait, and—
The Researcher paused.
I'm upsetting you, aren't I?
Cinder nodded.
I feel like you brewed me in a petri dish using a Bunsen burner.
Right, right.
The Researcher seemed flustered.
Anyway, FACE wanted to see what would happen if we implanted personality traits in multiple people, how they would react over long periods of time. Could we cure violence? Could we remove certain proclivities that create chaos and disorder within a group of people?
The small group trials went well, but FACE wanted to find out what the results might be on a city-wide level. For that, we needed a city. That's when Alazar had the idea to use the underground domed streets of Chicago, long ago abandoned and built over. We devised an alternate reality to explain the dumbed down technology and the reason no one could leave the city, mostly inspired by true events from the Scorched Years. I constructed personalities for an entire city worth of people. FACE funded the entire project—it's probably the most expensive research project in the history of the world.
You created apes,
Cinder said with disgust.
Humanlike versions of you, but lower on the food chain, unworthy of a normal existence. Like the clones that get wiped out. And now you want to wipe us out too.
You're angry, The Researcher said.
Of course I'm angry!
Cinder shouted.
You used me and everyone I know and love! You lied to me and tricked me into thinking that I actually had choices and a real life! And how could you give me a dad like the one I have? Is that your idea of a sick joke?
I'm not proud of what I've done, Cinder.
The Researcher hesitated.
And your father was an accident, a terrible accident. The experiment went wrong.
But these cuts weren't an accident.
Cinder drew up images in her mind, her memories of every terrible thing her father ever did to her. Him beating her, touching her inappropriately, cutting her skin open…
Stop,
The Researcher begged.
These images are the reason I don't sleep at night. You can't imagine the guilt I feel over messing up your life.
Cinder swallowed. While she didn't feel sorry for The Researcher—he deserved every minute of torture for what he did—she did feel a small amount of pity for him. A few pieces of information tugged at the edges of her mind, but she couldn't pull them together, couldn't center in on how everything related.
Why would this research be important?
she asked.
She felt something in her mind coming from The Researcher—surprise, she thought.
Well for starters, this would be a groundbreaking advancement in the field of biotechnology. Think of the possibilities—"
It sounds like you wanted to control people's personalities,
Cinder said. Suddenly, something clicked in her mind.
That's why FACE funded the project, isn't it? They want to control people, and they planned to implant personality traits into the citizens of Silicon City.
The Researcher nodded.
I had no idea at first. I'll admit that I am a scientist, not a strategist or a businessman. I did not imagine what the ramifications might be if I had succeeded.
You didn't succeed?
The researcher shook his head.
To say the project wasn't a success would be selling its failure short. It is a disaster, an abomination of life itself. The chaos I've created in my subject's lives has earned me a place in the second circle of hell.
Something doesn't make sense to me,
Cinder said.
FACE keeps attacking The Dome. Why is FACE destroying its own experiment?
The Researcher bowed his head.
I lost funding for the project three weeks ago. FACE reallocated The Dome to another research project—the Omega pills.
Omega pills?
Cinder frowned.
That's how Alazar plans to control the city,
The Researcher said,
now that the implanting hasn't worked.
Cinder felt sick and helpless; Alazar had been planning this for at least ten years, probably more. She could imagine Alazar strategically creating systems that everyone bought into until they depended on them—the satellites, the international digital markets, the pills that had taken the place of food—all so he could turn Silicon City into a hive of worker bees that he could profit from. And she was stuck in the middle of all of it, knowing what was coming but unable to stop it.
You can stop it,
The Researcher pinged, even though she hadn't pinged those particular thoughts to him.
She snorted.
You sound like Dash. But you're both wrong—this is far beyond my abilities. Beyond any of our abilities. It's Alazar's world, and we are merely pawns in it.
You have no idea how special you are,
The Researcher pinged.
You are strong and determined.
Cinder scoffed.
So is Alazar. Except he has an entire company, endless financial resources, and the entire population at his mercy.
Cinder,
The Researcher pinged,
I need your help. I can't stand by and let my research subjects die. You are my only hope. You escaping The Dome was the greatest gift we could have been given. You've been upgraded and now we are able to communicate. I can help you lead your people to safety.
These aren't my people though,
Cinder pinged angrily.
It's all fiction. You made us all up. We aren't supposed to exist; we're extraneous. Actually,
Cinder revised,
we're a liability to Alazar's plan to use the Omega Pills to control the citizens of Silicon City. FACE
needs
us dead; they need to bury their mess.
The Researcher shook his head.
We can escape.
How?
Cinder asked.
We can't smuggle hundreds of thousands of people into Silicon City, and Alazar won't let us go anywhere else. He'll hunt us down to the end of time, like a disease. He wouldn't want us to infect his herd.
The Researcher sighed.
I can see that you don't want to fight.
I don't mind fighting,
Cinder said. It's the losing part I'd like to avoid. I don't want to die.
I understand,
The Researcher said.
What do you want, then?
Cinder thought hard about his question, searching her heart for what mattered to her.
Dash,
she said.
And Vaughn. And if you could save Nahum.
Ahh, yes. I made the drop that Ember and Nasser were supposed to make. Declan should release Nahum any minute.
How did you know?
I thought you died in that explosion. But once I saw you outside The Dome, I kept an eye on you. That's how I knew you were going back into The Dome. That's why I sent the police force to bring you in; so we could talk in private.
Cinder realized something with a start.
At the testing facility, they said we couldn't communicate with anyone beyond The Dome. Am I outside of The Dome?
The Researcher grinned.
I smuggled in the booth you are standing in. It has a hard wire to a connection that I'm tapping into right now.
Booth? More like a crypt,
Cinder joked.
The Researcher smiled before he looked back at the door to Alazar's office. He whipped back around.
I don't have much more time.
Cinder felt a siege of abandonment shake through her body—in her short time with The Researcher, she'd become attached to her only hope of ever escaping The Dome.
When will I see you again?
Meet me here in three days,
he said. He hesitated.
And think about my proposal to save the people of The Dome. If you still feel you can't save us three days from now, I can help you and Vaughn and Dash get back to Silicon City. But no one else, and only if Dash is willing. I owe you at least that happiness, after everything I've put you through.
It wasn't your fault,
Cinder told him. She didn't know if it was or wasn't; only that The Researcher may be the closest thing she had to a father figure. No matter his shortcomings, she wanted to forgive him. She wanted to trust him.
I have to go,
he said.
Take care,
Cinder told him.
The Researcher severed the connection, but not before pinging,
you too, number 3281.



CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Speak
 

CINDER sat in her cell in silence for exactly 28 minutes and 32 seconds before her captors fetched her. One of them held out an envelope addressed to her.
"Can you open it?" Cinder said.
The man ripped the flap open and found a note inside. He held it out to her so she could read it.
 

Trust them.
- TR
 

TR—The Researcher? "Who sent this?" Cinder asked.
The guard shrugged. "May I remove your chains?" he asked.
She nodded and he freed her. The two guards led Cinder down a series of several hallways so white and bare that they reminded Cinder of her dream, from right after her upgrades. It had only been a few days earlier, yet it felt like a lifetime ago that she had undergone the surgery. In those few days, she'd become so reliant on the data that flowed through her mind whenever she summoned it. She couldn't imagine living without it, couldn't imagine having to ask questions every time she needed information, couldn't imagine not knowing where she was or what time it was at any given moment.
The guards stopped at a plain, white door and unlocked it. The tall guard looked at Cinder. "Tell him what you were told."
Cinder made eye contact with Vaughn, who looked both furious and dazed at once. "Come on." She pointed at the guards. "They're not here to hurt us."
Vaughn's chiseled face relaxed slightly. He gave Cinder a slight nod of acknowledgement. She wondered if The Researcher had visited him too, but she doubted it. Vaughn was from the real world, not hers, and he would never trust or understand The Researcher.
The guards released Vaughn and led them down another series of hallways, until they came to an auditorium. The guards motioned for Cinder and Vaughn to stand at the front of the auditorium, near the podium. Cinder scanned the audience and found Dash and Lia sitting in the stands. She flashed Dash a look,
what is going on?
Dash lifted his shoulders and shook his head to tell her that he had no idea.
"Welcome." A skinny man with bright red hair and freckles stood up. "My name is Ren, and I'm leading the coalition that brought you here tonight." He paced toward the other side of the stage in front of them. "You must be wondering why you're here." Ren grabbed a stack of thin books from the podium and held them up. "Have you seen these?"
Cinder zoomed in on the cover to identify them. The top book was a comic book and featured a hero named TR on the cover. Ren flipped through the pages before finding the one he was looking for. "Page 23." He pointed at some text inside the book and held it out for Cinder.
Cinder stepped forward to take the book from the man. "The Leader's men used a strong sedative to tame The Savior, until she could trust them," she read out loud.
Vaughn peered over her shoulder at the book. He pointed to the character on the page, a woman with long, black hair, slanted eyes, and deep purple irises. "This looks like you."
Cinder scrunched her nose. "It couldn't be." She held the book up to Ren. "What is this?"
Ren stepped toward her and took the comic book from her hands. "Instructions. This is how we knew how to take you without a fight. We've been expecting you."
Vaughn looked outraged. "Let me see that," he said, swiping the book from Ren.
Cinder blinked. "Someone is communicating with you through comic books?"
Ren flipped to the last page of the comic book. "It says here that you will announce an important decision to us."
Cinder's face heated up. When she looked out into the crowd, she saw hope plastered across every one of their faces. They believed someone was attacking them and they needed to defend their homes and children. Something about their expressions moved her. She had to at least tell them the truth so they truly knew what they were up against. She stepped forward.
"I've never seen these comics before," she said, "and I doubt I'm the savior you were hoping for. My name is Cinder, formerly Ima, and I used to live here in The Dome, just like you. A week ago during the first attack at the Oriental Theater, I found a way to escape."
Cinder heard mumbles ripple across the people in the auditorium. "The Dome is a secret underground world. There is another world, the real world, beyond The Dome," she told them. "I've seen it with my own eyes." She squeezed Vaughn's wrist. "Vaughn grew up in that world and he can tell you firsthand how different it is from this one. I'm still learning.
"There's a single man named Alazar Wrightwood who owns a company called FACE. He is trying to destroy both this world and his own, and he is using us as his experiment. The explosions are just the beginning; when Alazar is done with The Dome, he plans to kill us all."
Murmurs ascended the crowd as people took in Cinder's words.
Ren stepped forward next to Cinder. "This is what the comic books have told us," he said.
"The hero in that comic book, called The Researcher, has asked me to help you fight against Alazar Wrightwood and escape from The Dome. Alazar Wrightwood will not be easy to outsmart, but The Researcher wants to help us, even if it's a long shot. He has asked me to find a way out of The Dome and lead the entire population out before anyone else dies."
"What did you decide?" Dash's voice echoed through the room, hurtling toward her like a cargo train on the Blue Line. Cinder felt panic in her hands, her knees; the entire room looked at her expectantly.
She thought back to Dash's words.
That's who you are now, E? You're the girl who'll save her own skin at the expense of others?
Did she want to be someone who saved others at her own expense? She didn't know. She only knew that if she didn't, these people had no chance.
Cinder took a deep breath. "I've decided to accept The Researcher's proposal. I've decided that we are going to fight our way out of this Dome, no matter the cost."
Dash stood up pounding his fist into the air. "That's what I'm talking about." He clapped enthusiastically and his clapping spread from person to person, until everyone in the room had put their hands together at least a few times.
"Before we do this," Cinder said, "you should know that it is likely impossible to escape. We are weaker than the people in the other world, both mentally and physically. The Dome was designed to keep us contained, and even The Researcher does not know of any weaknesses in infrastructure or design. This is what we face. But we'll face it head on, as one."
The auditorium erupted with applause, and Ren joined Cinder in front of the group. "Are you in?" he asked the crowd. "I said, Are You In?!"
"Fight!" Dash chanted. "Fight!"
The crowd started chanting with Dash, louder and louder. "Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!"
Ren pumped his fist in the air maniacally. "Let's give 'em hell!"
The audience rushed toward the stage to talk to Cinder. She stood there like a deer in headlights, answering their questions as best she could. She talked about the world beyond The Dome, the changes to her body since the upgrade, and how she planned to get them out. She spent a lot of time explaining that she had no idea what she was doing, but the group didn't seem to care. They only seemed thrilled that someone finally knew what was going on and that they would be saved, somehow.
When the group had finally gotten enough of her, Cinder's eyes found Vaughn's. He sat in one of the chairs of the auditorium, quietly taking everything in. When he noticed her watching him, he smiled at her like he was seeing her for the first time.
She made her way toward him and sat in the seat next to him. "You surprise me," he told her.
Cinder nodded, laughing to herself. "I surprise myself more."
 




CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Tell
 

CINDER and Dash sat alone on his bed, exhaustion sinking into their bones. Vaughn snored softly in the corner of the room, curled up on the floor. Cinder didn't think she could go home and face her mom yet. She had no idea how to explain any of what had happened to the fragile woman and no one but Nahum and Vaughn knew that Cinder had let the replicators cart her father off to an unknown destination. She hadn't worked up the nerve to confide in Dash about that yet, only because she knew it would drive the wedge that had formed between them even deeper.
Not that the separation between them was Dash's fault. Cinder was the one who had changed; she was the one who had left The Dome to seek adventure and answers. She hadn't realized that in the process, she would find a bit of herself as well.
Dash scooted back, resting his head against the wall. "So what does it feel like, being upgraded?"
Cinder laid down on Dash's bed and cuddled a pillow. "It's incredible. Any fact you've ever wanted to know about the world appears in your mind's eye at just the thought of the question. I have superhuman strength and speed and agility without even practicing, and statistics on my entire surroundings at any given second. Well," Cinder amended, "the statistics don't work that great here, to be honest. They only work when the locations show up on the grid—"
"I need to tell you something," Dash said unexpectedly.
Cinder felt a pounding in her chest. So this was the moment, right there and then. "If this is about you and Lia—"
"No, Lia is the one who helped me work through my feelings," Dash said. "We aren't together, trust me. She's just a close friend."
Dash's words pierced Ima's heart. She couldn't blame him for finding solace in Lia while she was gone, but it still hurt to think that he'd replaced her. "That's not the impression I got at the concert."
Dash smacked his cheek, dragging his fingers over his eyes. "I'm an idiot," he told her. "I thought Nahum might distract you and I wouldn't hurt your feelings."
"Nahum did distract me, for about five minutes." Cinder grabbed Dash's hands. She couldn't be Ima anymore; she couldn't hold back with Dash about her feelings. It was dishonest and cowardly on both their parts—hers, for not telling him what she truly and deeply desired, and his, for ignoring that their relationship was imbalanced due to her feelings.
Dash looked down at Cinder's hands holding his and stared back at her, wide-eyed.
"Dash," she said. "I'm in love with you. I've always loved you. I came back for you and risked my life for yours. And I want to know what happened between us. I've never had the courage to ask before, but I need to know. I need to know what's wrong with me, why you don't love me back."
Dash looked at her sadly. "That's what I need to talk to you about. It's not you. If there was any girl in this world I could love, it would be you, hands down."
Cinder's body went cold. "So… what is it then?"
"E." Dash held both Cinder's hands in his. "I'm gay."
Cinder dropped his hand like it was a slimy insect. "Why didn't you tell me?"
"I wanted to. I just couldn't. I didn't think you'd accept me."
Anger bubbled up in Cinder's chest. "I don't care if you're gay! I care that you lied to me, that you made me feel like a freakish loser, that you made me think you didn't love me…"
"I'm still the same guy, your best friend—"
She shoved him away from her, shooting up from his bed. She didn't want him to touch her, didn't even want him to speak to her. "I'm different though, Dash. I'm different! I am not a toy that you can play with whenever you want, then put back in a box when you're bored with me. How could you?"
Vaughn stirred from his sleep and looked at both of them with hazy confusion, but Cinder ignored him, focusing all her attention on Dash.
"I know this sounds crazy, but I just—I just needed you to love me," Dash said. "I didn't want to lose you, and I knew if you found out that I couldn't love you, you would move on."
"What about everything I've lost? Years of my life on you. A new life away from this hellhole that I've always hated, always. You didn't want to lose me? Well, you have. I'm done with you," she told Dash.
Cinder felt drops of water stream down her face, not tears of heartbreak, but tears of fury. Dash reached out to her and she slapped his hand away. He swore, shaking his hand in the air before clutching it against his body. She didn't care. Though she was strong, she hadn't hit him that hard. He would not get her sympathy after all his lies.
Vaughn gently pulled her away from the bed. She shrugged him off. She didn't want to be touched by either of them. She hated everything and everyone in that moment, and she didn't think she could last in the bedroom for one more minute without screaming.
She stomped toward the door.
"Ima—" Dash began.
Cinder flipped around, furious. "Don't call me that. My name is Cinder now." She opened his bedroom door and raced down the steps of his apartment, out the front door and to the only place she wanted to go; the place she had given up already.



CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Save
 

CINDER ran through sets of jumping jacks as the sky turned from black to pink, indicating another morning waking up in The Dome. She inhaled and exhaled hot, stale air, so unlike the air she had grown accustomed to in Silicon City. She added air to a new list she was making in her mind; a list of things she had never appreciated until she had experienced them fully in the real world.
A nervous energy electrified her entire body, and she was itching for something to do—something physical, and something that could take her mind off Dash. She glanced up at the Blue Line tracks, noting that there were more guards than she had seen before, more guards than she had seen last night. She wondered if Ren had more control over The Dome than she had originally thought.
Her feet pounded on the concrete wasteland that surrounded the tracks above. No one lived all the way out here, so close to The Dome walls, so Cinder had known she could slink around without causing suspicion.
She heard footsteps shuffling behind her, at her back. "You made some big promises last night," a voice whispered into the musty, decaying wind.
Cinder didn't have to look up to see who it was. Vaughn.
She stopped jumping, but didn't turn around. "How did you find me?"
Vaughn didn't reply back, and she wondered if he had heard her. After a minute of waiting, she resumed her jumping jacks.
"You feel trapped, don't you?"
Cinder sighed, and stopped jumping again. She crossed her arms over her chest and spun around. Vaughn looked the same as always—long, tangled hair that hung across his eyes, broad shoulders, dark features—but something in his eyes had changed. They were brighter and more vibrant, almost the color of violets. His face lit up when he saw her, but as quickly as his vulnerability flashed before her, it left, hiding again in the neutral lines of his face.
Cinder stepped closer to him. "Is it better to have loved and lost?"
"Are you talking about Dash? Cinder, the guy's a—"
"No, not Dash. I'm talking about Silicon City."
"You're wondering if it's better to know the truth about your life than to never have known?" Vaughn asked.
"Something like that."
"In that case, yes. That's the only reason we met." A small smile tickled the corner of Vaughn's lips. "This is probably hard to believe, but my life wasn't quite this exciting until you came along."
Cinder knew he was ribbing her, but she couldn't find a smile to return to him. Instead, she sat down on the cement next to the bridge where she and Dash had climbed up the railings just a week earlier to board the train where she would meet Vaughn. It felt like years had passed since then, but really, it was just her that had aged. A part of her felt lost, missing. She had never understood how much she truly hated The Dome until now.
"I knew Dash didn't love me."
Vaughn's eyebrows shot up, and a look of confusion crossed over his face. "So then, Cinder, why did you come back? Why did you give up Silicon City and everything it had to offer you?"
Cinder searched her heart for the answers. "To save him," she said finally. "To save all of them."
Vaughn grinned. "Then that's what we're going to do."
 




Epilogue
 

NAHUM held his head high as four Carver thugs led him out of the basement room where they'd been holding him. They wanted something in exchange for him, he knew—he also knew a man and woman, no older than their late teens, had come to retrieve him. When he had first heard the news, he felt so much relief to hear that Vaughn and E were on their way, safe and unharmed. Now that it had been a few hours, though, he wondered if their time together, alone, had brought them closer. He wondered if Vaughn had finally made his move. The thought of it made Nahum want to throw his fist into a wall. He had never been a violent person before, but in his new body, he felt different, more powerful. He had all sorts of pent-up physical energy, especially after sitting in an empty room for the majority of the past several days.
His mouth still burned from those moments in the tent, kissing E, almost having more of her. He hoped she'd gotten his message in the medallion, the one where he confessed his feelings to her once and for all. He loved her, inexplicably, and it didn't completely make sense to him, especially now that his mind worked more like a computer, more logically. But for whatever reason, she was the only thing he could remember, and the memory had such strong emotion attached to it that he just knew she was his soul mate in some way.
They reached the meeting place and Nahum saw Nasser and Ember down the tunnel. Ember seemed preoccupied with the tips of her hair, and kept running her fingers through her rainbow streaks; Nasser had a grave, weary look on his face, like he was about to do something he didn't want to do. Nahum's heartbeat spiked and he shoved between two Carver thugs to reach the pair.
"Where's Cinder?" He tried to maintain a level tone, but his brain had already come up with a list of scenarios that would keep E from coming for him. Vaughn's absence put one in particular at the top of the list.
Nasser and Ember exchanged a look. "Cinder sent us here to get you."
"That doesn't answer my question." He felt the pit of his stomach stirring, and he knew from their faces that something was very, very wrong. "Did she go after Dash?"
"Nahum." Nasser heaved a sigh. "We have some bad news about Cinder…"
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