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BOOK ONE: 
THE INVITATION
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1.

The boy picked up an apple. In the control room, the old security guard let out a deep sigh. The thief, who looked about thirteen years old, stared defiantly into the camera. The guard got up, adjusted his blue uniform pants, and ambled off to have a word with this would-be thief. The boy was big for his age, dressed in baggy pants and a coat that was too big. He had messy blond hair that looked like it’d been hit by a Category 3 hurricane.

His frown and wary posture reminded the guard of a wild animal. Maybe a fox or a ferret. An animal that lurked along the borders of light and shadow. Even so, there was something about the kid that inspired respect. The icy gray eyes were part of it. Honest and open, and somehow disturbingly piercing.

The boy was still standing in the produce section with the apple in his hand. He wasn’t trying to escape. When the guard arrived, his grumpy expression faded, turning mischievous, almost pleased, as if he’d bumped into an old friend.

“Have you ever heard of the Tree of Knowledge?” the guard asked.

“Huh?”

“If you eat fruit from it, you gain knowledge of good and evil.”

The boy stared at him, unblinking. The guard sighed.

“Which isn’t necessarily a good thing. It’s not good to know too much. Especially for kids.”

Still staring at the security guard, the boy slowly raised the apple to his mouth and took a bite. Shutting his eyes, he chewed, savoring the sweetness.

He’s nuts, the guard thought. A lot of kids were defiant, but the boldness and insolence in this one were unique. There was something more to this situation.

“Don’t make me do anything I don’t want to do,” the guard said, a note of pleading in his voice.

The boy took another bite of the apple and then carefully placed it, half-eaten, back on the pile. Then he smiled and held his hands out, as if waiting to be handcuffed.

“All right. If that’s the way you want it.” The guard walked over to the boy, took him by the shoulder and wrist, and steered him past the full shelves toward the registers and on to the security gate, where the alarm started shrieking. The guard turned the boy around to face him.

“Empty your pockets.”

The boy grimaced under the tightness of the guard’s grip. When he didn’t move, the guard thrust his other hand into the enormous pocket of the boy’s hoodie and pulled out a video game wrapped in tinfoil. The new one all the kids wanted to play. The boy appeared not to know that the alarm system had been changed. The old tinfoil trick didn’t work anymore.

“I just don’t get what you kids think is so great about this game. Did you actually think you’d get away with this? Now scram! We don’t want your kind here. I never want to see you in my store again.”

The security guard shoved the boy so hard in the back that he nearly lost his balance. His grimace turned even more defiant, and a cloud fell over his gray eyes. The guard shook his head and let out a laugh like grating metal.

The boy, Ari, lowered his head and left, walking into the wind.

He looked up and sighed. He’d been so close. The game had almost been his.

The sun peeked through a break in an otherwise cloudy sky, and a ray of light struck a newspaper rack. A headline screamed: LATEST EXPEDITION NEWS!

Ari ignored it. The security guard’s words still echoed in his mind. Ari knew exactly what “your kind” meant.
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2.

The apartment was silent. Of course it was. Dad had never lived here, and Mom was out looking for work again. They needed food, a better life, opportunity—any sort of change, really.

She’d been away for longer and longer lately, but they weren’t the only ones who were poor, not by a long shot.

Fewer people could afford to shop in stores like the one Ari had just been in. Fruit was a luxury, as were new clothes, fresh milk, and even bread. For ordinary people, food was concentrates, canned goods, and corn. Always just sweet corn, but at least there was enough for everybody.
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