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      The buzzer’s ear-splitting wail pierces the silent auditorium. I lurch back in my chair and bang my knee on the underside of the desk, jolting it enough that my exam tablet slides off the edge. It lands with a smack on the tile.

      An annoyed groan escapes my lips. This isn’t how I envisioned the end of final exams. I’d prefer more triumph. Less total disaster.

      Ignoring my throbbing knee, I scoop my tablet from the floor and check that it still works. Satisfied, I toss it onto the desk and rub my gritty eyes until they water. Too much time spent staring at my tablet has made them as dry as the half-dead plant on my dorm room windowsill. At least I answered all the questions before time was up.

      I slide down in the cold metal chair and rest my head on its back, glancing around at my classmates as they stretch and smile, or in a few instances, as they wearily prop their foreheads on desktops. All are understandable reactions to the end of this final test of our final year of school.

      “The exam period has concluded,” says a robot-like voice into my earpiece.

      I wrinkle my nose as I pull the device from my ear and set it on the table. “And good riddance to you, Robot Voice Lady,” I say under my breath. “My time with you has concluded, too, thank goodness.”

      The recently silent auditorium now fills with the swell of voices energized by relief and excitement. I continue to survey my classmates as I tighten the band around my frizzy ponytail. You’d never know that, seven years ago, we were a group of scared kids ushered out of our public schools and into the Presidential Education Program. Confidence has been disciplined into us.

      “Congratulations, class of 2090,” the mentor says from the front of the auditorium. He’s new, younger, with wire-rimmed glasses and the same military-style uniform we all wear: blue jacket with matching pants. “Your final final exam is over.”

      A cheer erupts, and I can’t help but smile. Seven years in America’s most elite school is over. Two weeks of the hardest final exams I’ve ever taken: done. No more school, period. I shake my head with disbelief. We’re not kids anymore. We’re seventeen years old and about to graduate.

      “I’ll collect your testing tools.” The mentor raises his voice above the rising murmur of conversation. “Please leave everything on your desks. Your answers have been sent to the Central Collector and will be graded and recorded by Wednesday. We’ll see you back here then.”

      On Wednesday, my friends will scamper like puppies escaping the crate to make their top three career choices. I’ll go with them and pretend to make mine, pretend that I don’t know what my future holds. But I do know.

      My career has already been decided.

      I swallow the sudden resentment that burns my throat and kneel to grab my bag from beneath my seat. “You’re about to have the best job in the country,” I mutter. It shouldn’t matter that I can’t anticipate choosing a career like everyone else. But somehow, it does.

      I tuck a stray hair behind my ear and stand to scan the auditorium for my friends.

      “Nyssa!”

      My best friend, Greer, motions to me from the front of the auditorium. He’s hard to miss: tall, lanky, buzzed blond hair. His lopsided grin is a welcome sight, and I maneuver around the desks to join him.

      “Everyone’s outside already,” he says by way of greeting. “Come on.”

      Our school is tucked inside the presidential compound, built like a square minus one side. We step from the auditorium, which sits in the center wing, and into the courtyard. The sun is so brilliant it forces my eyes half-closed. The air hums with bees; the breeze carries a sticky foreshadowing of summer.

      “I don’t have a lot of time.” I squint at my watch as I hurry after Greer. “I have to meet Pallas in five minutes.”

      He stops so abruptly that my head slams into his shoulder blade, and I stumble backward. “Ow!” I massage my forehead. “What’s wrong with you?”

      He swivels toward me with a frown. “School’s over. You don’t have to meet with Pallas anymore.” He gestures toward our friends, who are clustered beneath the oak that marks the courtyard’s midpoint. “We’re going downtown to celebrate.”

      I glance past the tree and toward the city, which sits beyond the security wall that surrounds the presidential compound. Blocks of skyscrapers plastered with animated advertisements create a rainbow of color in a dizzying display. A massive portrait of President Omri is plastered on the building nearest us. Below it, the words Victores in obsequio scroll on repeat. Victors in obedience.

      I blink and scan the other buildings. I can’t see the streets from here, but I know they’re a mass of frenetic energy. They’re so full of people that personal vehicles are banned. I prefer the compound. There’s order inside its walls that doesn’t exist beyond the security gate. It’s peaceful and quiet. Aware of its importance without blinding us with flashy demonstrations.

      “I can’t go.” I shift my gaze back to Greer. “I’m sorry.”

      Greer sighs. “Give me one good reason why you still have to see her.”

      I search my brain for something. Pallas is a school mentor, and I’ve lied to my friends for seven years about why I have to meet with her every Friday. She’s my tutor, I’ve always said. If it weren’t for her, I wouldn’t do nearly so well in math. But what can I say now that school is over?

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat. “I’ll see you when you get back, okay?”

      Disappointment flickers in Greer’s eyes. “Fine. See ya later.”

      I watch him walk away. Our new careers will separate us soon, likely forever. That realization almost makes me run after him. Almost.

      Instead, I turn toward the east wing and step onto the elevator that will take me to Pallas’s office on the fourth floor.

      When the doors open, I exit into sunshine. Floor-to-ceiling windows line the left side of the hall, and I glance out as I pass. The field below is an explosion of bluebonnets and purple verbena.

      Pallas’s door, the fifth on my right, is ajar. I tap on it. “Pallas?” I push it open, step inside far enough to close it behind me, and lean against it.

      “Nyssa? Is that you?”

      Pallas peeks out of an inner door to my left. Her face lights in a smile, and she tucks a wisp of graying hair into her bun as she steps out and glides to where I stand. The familiar scent of roses reaches me before she does, and I breathe it in. The perfume reminds her of home, she once told me, though she’s never said where home is.

      “You’re early.” She squeezes my arms with affection. “Why aren’t you with your friends?”

      I sigh. “Greer got mad I wouldn’t go into the city to celebrate.”

      “Ah.” She pats my cheek. “That boy has loved you since you were children.”

      “Pallas!” My face burns at her comment. “We’re just friends.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      I roll my eyes but can’t help the smile that flits across my face. Pallas might be my mentor, but she’s more like a mother. My tension melts with her teasing. “I hate lying to him,” I say after a moment. “He’s my best friend.”

      Her arms drop to her sides, and she tilts her head. “You don’t have to lie much longer.”

      “Of course I do.” My voice rises in frustration. “I’m glad everyone will finally know I’ve been selected to be a presidential aide, but I still won’t be able to tell anyone the real truth. That I’m going to be President Omri’s dream interpreter.”

      “Most prestigious job in the country,” Pallas reminds me with a wink.

      I snort. Just saying it out loud—dream interpreter—sounds ridiculous. “No one would believe me even if they knew.”

      Pallas chuckles. “All the more reason to keep it secret.”

      I sigh again. Then, remembering the open inner door behind her, I jerk my head in its direction. “What were you doing in there?”

      Pallas’s face wrinkles into a frown. “Oh, yes. That.” She links her arm through mine and guides me toward the door. “Maybe you can help me sort it out.”

      When we step into the small room’s semidarkness, Pallas releases my arm, and we stand side by side facing a thin black screen mounted on the wall. An old but familiar scene is frozen on it, like someone’s paused a movie. But I know better. This is a dream screen, and the scene isn’t from a movie. It’s President Omri’s dream from one year ago. The only dream we’re certain warned us about the future.

      “Why are you watching this again?” I turn to her, brows furrowed in confusion.

      She presses a button without replying, and the scene plays.

      It’s short. As a river rushes through a steep gorge, birds erupt from crevices in the rocks. They land in clusters atop three boulders spaced evenly through the water. The image fades, only to reappear less than a second later. Over and over.

      Last year, we interpreted the dream to mean that people would try to leave the Central Capital, important people with classified information. The moment Pallas told Omri what it meant, he did everything he could to make sure no one escaped. The Regional Movement Policy was created, and the Guard increased its ranks. But Pallas and I haven’t talked about the dream since those things were enforced. Why is she rewatching it now?

      “I’m lost, Pallas.” I turn to her with a frown. “What’s going on?”

      She pauses the dream and taps her chin. “I was thinking about Omri’s advisers. Remember them? The ones who managed to escape after the new policies were implemented.”

      “They were caught and executed.” I study her with narrowed eyes.

      “Did you hear about the three scientists who escaped from Ward C last week?” She turns to face me, and the glow from the screen casts an eerie blue light across her face.

      “Of course I did.” The entire Central Capital knows about the scientists who disappeared from the compound’s top-secret lab. “Is that what’s wrong? You think the scientists escaped because you missed something in this dream?”

      “I do wonder if we missed something. Something that could’ve warned us more people would try to leave even after we created new laws.”

      “The Guard will find them. They’re good at what they do.”

      She gives me a watery smile, then turns and opens the door to her office. “I hadn’t told you this yet, but others besides the scientists have fled, despite the new laws.” She motions for me to follow her out, and we cross the room to two chairs that face each other beneath the window.

      “Omri has no idea where they’ve disappeared to,” she says as she sinks into one. “It’s not just happening in the Central Capital, either; it’s happening across the country. Some have been caught. But even when they’re promised a lesser punishment if they confess where they were going, they refuse. They’re willing to die to keep it secret.”

      I collapse into the other chair and stare at her, my brain racing to keep up with everything she says. “Why didn’t I know other people have disappeared?”

      “Classified higher than your clearance.”

      I cross my arms. Could she be right? Did we miss something in the dream? My stomach twists with unease. Will Omri blame us for the people who have gone missing?

      “They must really believe in where they’re going if they’ll die to keep it safe,” Pallas says before I can voice my concern. She purses her lips. “But you don’t need to be worrying about that right now. You should be celebrating. There’s still time to join your friends.”

      “She’s right,” a voice says.

      Greer.

      Startled, I turn toward the door, my heart beating an erratic rhythm. How much did he overhear? He leans against the wall, hands clasped in front of him. When my eyes meet his mischievous, familiar ones, I relax. Like me, his face always gives him away, and there’s nothing but regret in his apologetic smile.

      “Sorry about earlier, Nyss.” He shrugs, and I see the plea in his eyes. I don’t want to argue with you anymore, they seem to say.

      I nod. I don’t want to fight anymore, either, not when our time together is dwindling. I turn back to Pallas, my eyebrows lifted in question. She winks at me. “Go on. We’re all done here.”

      I shake my head with affectionate exasperation. If Greer wasn’t standing so close, Pallas would tell me that she was right, that Greer loves me. “See you Wednesday.” I stand and head toward the door.

      “I’ll look forward to it,” she says.

      I can hear the smile in her voice.
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      “Where are we going?” I follow Greer onto the elevator and turn toward him.

      “Told you before. Downtown to celebrate.” He casts a side-eyed glance at me as the doors close. “Don’t worry—nothing fancy, just hanging out with Genevieve and Tyrone.”

      When the elevator opens on the first floor, we leave the east wing and step back into the courtyard. I pause so my eyes can adjust to the glare. There are still people hanging around the courtyard, but the group beneath the oak doesn’t include Genevieve and Tyrone.

      “This way.” Greer strides forward, past the oak and toward the security gate. “I told them I’d catch up.”

      The security gate is an intimidating steel-barred structure. It’s wide enough for two semitrucks to pass through, but the only vehicles permitted inside are presidential convoys and supply trucks. Everyone else must enter and exit on foot through two smaller doors inset at the far left.

      Guards stand at each entrance, scanning IDs and waving people and trucks through. The trucks take an immediate left onto a road that skirts the perimeter. Most of the pedestrians enter and head right, toward the compound’s main entrance. Others who live or work here pass us on their way to the courtyard and the dozens of private doors that require special access codes.

      We join a short line that snakes out the exit and have almost reached the front when I hear the honk of the tram, which is the only vehicle permitted downtown.

      “Excellent!” Greer stands on tiptoes to peer through the gate. “I think we can make it!”

      I roll my eyes but can’t hide a smile. Greer’s always had a childlike obsession with the tram. When we reach the front, he bursts through the gate, and I hurry behind him to find it’s just pulled away from its stop a few yards away.

      “We can catch it!” Greer breaks into a run.

      “You’re crazy!” I say. “Why can’t we just walk?”

      “Not nearly as fun.” He shoots me a grin over his shoulder. “Come on!”

      There’s no point arguing against his enthusiasm. I begin to run, too, and soon, we catch up with the slow-moving vehicle.

      Greer leaps onto its stairs, holds on to the railing with one hand, and reaches out to me with his other. “Come on, Nyssa. This thing’s slower than a snail.”

      I glare at him, burst into a sprint, and grab his hand.

      He pulls me up onto the stairs and laughs. “Thatta girl.”

      “It would’ve taken us five minutes to get to city center, you know.”

      He steps inside without replying, and I follow him to the open windows on the opposite side. A young family sits in the front corner, too occupied with a baby to pay us any attention. I’m surprised there aren’t more people, but it’s early afternoon, that time of day when most are holed up in offices.

      “This is way better than walking.” Greer props his arms on the sill. “Besides, I told Tyrone and Genevieve we’d meet them at the food trucks, and I’m starving. We’ll get there faster this way.”

      “Now it makes sense. You just want to eat.” I laugh and prop my elbows on the sill next to him, then turn my face into the breeze as we wind along the boulevard, which slices downtown in half. Smaller streets split off on either side of us, and straight ahead, in the center of a huge intersection, is the Central Hub, the largest train station in America. It’s an oval monstrosity built of glass and Omri’s ego. His prize creation. But it stands out from its surroundings like a bruise on pale skin.

      The tram stops beside the entrance to a side street, and I glance out at a nondescript brick building squeezed between two sleek, glass-faced skyscrapers. Music pours out of its open doors, and I can see the shadows of people still hunched over tables alongside the open windows. It’s lively and cheerful and makes me smile.

      “Thanks for coming back for me.” I turn to Greer as the tram begins to move again. “Can we not fight anymore, please? It’s not worth it.”

      Greer doesn’t respond at first. He rests his arms on the windowsill, gazing out with narrowed eyes. “I shouldn’t give you such a hard time about Pallas,” he says at last.

      I bite my lip. I’ve wanted to tell him the truth about my meetings with Pallas for as long as we’ve been friends. But I swore an oath of secrecy. To break it would be treason. “I’m sorry I’m so bad at math that I had to meet with her every week,” I try to joke. “Too bad you’re almost as bad, or you could’ve helped me instead.”

      His lips lift in a half smile, and he turns so that he faces me with one elbow still propped on the sill. “Well, no more math classes. No more school. We’re days away from freedom.”

      “You and I both know that’s not true.” I stare into his blue eyes. We might be done with school, but the next chapter will be just as grueling, and this time, we won’t be going through it together. He’s made it perfectly clear he doesn’t want to stay in the Central Region after graduation. And I’m not allowed to leave. I can’t imagine what life will be like once we say goodbye.

      The tram stops in the shadow of the Central Hub. Greer blinks and turns to look out the window. “We’re here. Come on.” He grabs my hand and pulls me off the tram. I expect him to let go, but he doesn’t. My eyes widen in surprise; my fingers stiffen. Does he not realize our hands are still connected? After all, he’s been known to lose track of other things when he’s hungry. One time at breakfast, he spilled coffee all over the floor when someone walked past him with a plate piled with donuts.

      We circle the Central Hub with still-laced fingers, cross the intersection, and follow the street that makes up the main thoroughfare for the Night Market, a Saturday-night, Central Capital tradition. Right now, the streets are bare, but come Saturday, every merchant and food vendor in the city will set up beneath canvas tents, and the streets will fill with people.

      I spot Genevieve and Tyrone sitting at a table in front of our favorite food truck, and the moment they look up and see us, Greer releases my hand and shoves his into his pockets. I curl my fingers into a fist and press my other hand against the back of my neck, which has grown warm. My mind is a jumble of thoughts too disjointed to understand.

      “Thought you’d never get here,” Tyrone says. His mouth is full of cheeseburger.

      “Sorry. My fault.” I slide onto the bench beside Genevieve and eye her fries. She hands me one without comment. As I pop it into my mouth, I catch Greer’s eye.

      “What do you want?” he asks. “My treat.” His face is blank, his eyes unreadable.

      I swallow my fry. “I can get my own food.”

      He gives me a dismissive wave. “I’ll get it. Just tell me what you want.”

      I frown. We were having such a good time, and now, he seems mad. Why the sudden change?

      “Cheeseburger, please,” I say.

      He nods and turns without another word.

      “What’s up with you two?” Genevieve asks me.

      I shrug as I watch Greer lope away. “Beats me.”

      “He probably wishes we hadn’t seen him holding your hand,” Tyrone says, his mouth half-full again.

      My cheeks begin to burn. “You saw that?”

      “Come on, Nyssa,” Genevieve says. “Everyone knows Greer’s obsessed with you. He always has been. He just tries to play it off.”

      “Shut up. We’re just friends.” But Pallas’s words float through my mind. That boy has loved you since you were children. I shake my head. What’s the point in wondering whether Greer likes me? It doesn’t matter now. Besides, we’ve been friends for seven years. You’d think he would’ve said something to me if it were true.

      I watch Greer stride back to us, food in hand, then shift my gaze to Genevieve’s fries and steal another one. “Pretend we were talking about something else, okay?”

      Tyrone snorts. “Easy. We’ve had years of practice.”

      Greer slides onto the bench beside me and hands me a cheeseburger without looking at me.

      “Thanks.” I peek at him, but in typical Greer fashion, he’s too focused on his food to respond. I roll my eyes and take a bite. Some things never change.
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      By Tuesday, I’m brain dead from overanalyzing everything Greer does. It makes me want to slap Genevieve and Tyrone and even Pallas for making me question everything I’ve always assumed was true about my friendship with him. Did his finger linger on my cheek when he wiped that cookie crumb away? Did he mean to cross his leg over my ankle at our Saturday-afternoon picnic? I fall into bed Tuesday night exhausted by my own annoying thoughts.

      It seems like I’ve just fallen asleep that night when the small, square tablet on my nightstand beeps. Loud. Steady. A chirruping so obnoxious I knock it into the gap between table and bed in an overzealous attempt to turn it off.

      “Oh, come on!” I slide out from beneath my quilt and onto the floor with a frustrated groan, then fumble blindly beneath my bed in the darkness.

      Once I manage to find and silence it, I curl beneath my quilt, squint at the top of the screen, and groan again. 4:00 a.m. I consider turning it off, but the message notification blinking at me from its center reminds me I can’t. Pallas ordered the tablet so I’m always available if needed. I can remember only one other time she’s used it: one year ago when Omri had his first dream.

      That memory jars me awake. I rub the sleep from my eyes, then press the center of the screen to read the message.

      To Omri’s quarters immediately.

      I blink, frozen for half a second before it registers. Then, I burst from the bed, shove my feet into slippers, and tiptoe through the suite I share with my roommate, Ethelind. The front door closes behind me with a gentle click, and I sprint past doors behind which my classmates enjoy their last few hours of sleep.

      This is going to be my life. I secure my hair with a band and hurry onto the elevator. Daylight. Midnight. It won’t matter. When I’m summoned, I have to go.

      Most prestigious job in the country. Pallas’s voice echoes through my mind.

      “Right,” I say aloud as the elevator doors close.

      The moonlight that brightened the hall is replaced by dim artificial light that radiates from the elevator walls. My stomach twists as I descend from the fifth to the third floor.

      Did Omri have another dream?

      The doors open, and I step into a foyer patrolled by two guards.

      The older of the two glances up. He’s paunchy and droopy eyed and stifles a yawn before he holds up his identification scanner. “Look straight ahead, please.”

      I obey, pressing my hands against my thighs and the warm familiarity of my faded polka-dot pajamas. The scanner’s blue light pulsates in front of my eyes.

      When it beeps, the guard jerks his head toward Omri’s office. “Go on, Ms. Ardelone. They’re in there.”

      I nod and hurry to the door. The room I step into is lit by a single lamp. It sits on a massive desk to my right, which is framed by two windows that overlook the courtyard. I can see the lights of the Central Capital in the distance.

      Pallas faces Omri’s dream screen mounted on the wall. She wears a robe wrapped around her nightgown, and her hair hangs down her back. A few silver strands reflect the light.

      Omri paces in front of her, tall and imposing even in his obvious agitation. His gray-speckled hair is slicked back, and his gaze is trained on the floor, his mouth turned in a frown. Even now, he wears a suit.

      “This means something, Pallas,” he says. “It isn’t like my regular dreams. It’s like the other one.”

      My breath catches. I was right.

      “We’ll review the dream and determine whether action should be taken.” Pallas’s voice is calm, measured.

      “I expect your best.” Omri stops pacing, and when he looks up, he sees me.

      “Sorry I’m late, sir.” I step forward to stand beside Pallas.

      She glances at me and turns back to the president. “You remember Nyssa, sir, my mentee.”

      Omri nods. “Thank you for joining us, young lady.”

      “Now that Nyssa has arrived, shall we?” Pallas gestures toward the dream screen, then squeezes my arm, a silent reminder that I may watch but I don’t yet have the authority to present my interpretation to the president. That job remains Pallas’s alone.

      Omri presses a button, and the screen flickers to life. A shiver of anticipation races up my spine when the scene materializes: a valley with long-stalked grass that waves beneath a cloudy sky. Snow-crested mountains stretch across the horizon.

      An oak tree appears in the center of the valley, its branches thick with leaves. A single acorn falls in slow motion from a lower limb, and when it hits the ground, it transforms into a lamb.

      The lamb opens its mouth, and two green, tightly closed pine cones fall out. They rest on the ground for a moment before bursting into pine trees. As they grow, they lean against the oak, pressing it down into the earth. Branches break, and I wince. I can hear the cracking in my head even though there isn’t any sound.

      The pine trees spring back up, towering into a now-cloudless sky. The oak tree is gone. A hawk explodes from the top of one of the trees, and the lamb, which stands between the two pines, turns its head skyward to watch. The hawk hovers for a brief moment, its wings pumping.

      The scene changes. The hawk soars across the valley toward the snow-covered mountains. Orchards appear. Rich farmland.

      The mountains draw closer, and the hawk crests their peaks.

      The screen goes black.

      “Play it again,” Pallas orders.

      Omri presses a button, and the valley reappears. As the scene unfolds, a reaction I’ve not had since Omri’s dream last year washes over me, like someone has turned on a faucet and icy water trickles over my head, all the way to my feet. The sensation is at once startling and familiar.

      Omri was right—this dream means something.

      The oak tree appears. Goose bumps explode down my arms, and I shiver, but I’m not cold. I haven’t moved, but the screen seems closer somehow; I can almost touch the ridges I now see on the leaves of the oak. My finger lifts of its own accord and follows the acorn as it falls from the tree.

      The lamb appears, and the pine cones drop from its mouth.

      The images swarm my brain, dancing around one another, teasing me.

      The pine cones burst into trees and lean against the oak.

      I gasp with sudden understanding.

      Pallas pinches me, and I close my mouth. But my throat is dry; my legs are shaky. The signs are unmistakable, and my head buzzes with alarm.

      The hawk erupts into the sky and flies toward the mountains.

      It’s over.

      My goose bumps fade as quickly as they appeared, but my heart thumps loud in my chest.

      “Well?” Omri rocks from one foot to the other, his gaze trained on Pallas.

      I hold my breath. How will Omri react when he learns that the meaning of this dream is far more serious than the one from last year?

      “Congratulations, sir,” Pallas says. “At long last, you and the first lady are going to have a baby. Twins, in fact.”

      My mouth falls open, and I bow my head. I don’t want Omri to see the shock on my face.

      “Children?” Omri’s voice is laced with confusion, maybe even wonder.

      “Yes.” Pallas is authoritative, confident. She taps my arm. “You may go.” There’s a warning in her voice. Leave. Don’t speak.

      I hurry from the office, through the foyer, and into the elevator without a backward glance. Confusion dulls my brain. I squeeze my eyes shut and press my fingers against my temples.

      The signs were clear, the warning unmistakable. I open my eyes and stare at the cold metallic doors as a question plays on repeat in my mind.

      Why did Pallas lie to the president?
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      When I return to my room, I try to sleep, but I can’t clear my head. Pallas is one of Omri’s most trusted advisers. I want to talk to her, to understand why she lied. But I can’t do that now because today we’ll both be busy—she, submitting each student’s top three career selections to the Central Collector, and I, faking my way through the day’s excitement.

      I sit up in bed and reach for a small framed photograph that sits on my nightstand. Pallas gave it to me when I was a child. It’s a picture of my family, who died fifteen years ago from a disease that somehow didn’t kill me.

      In the photo, my mom and dad stand in front of a tree. A dark-haired little boy—my brother, Jek—stands in front of our dad, who’s tall and skinny with equally dark hair. My mom cradles me in her arms. Her hair, a lighter version of ours, is pulled into a bushy ponytail at the nape of her neck.

      Now, more than ever, the image makes my breath catch. I wish I remembered them. But I was too young when they died, and our moments evaporated before they had a chance to stick.

      I return the photograph to the nightstand and stretch out on my bed. Will Pallas’s deceit be discovered? Will she be taken away from me, too? I stare at the ceiling until my eyes go dry and I’m forced to blink. I roll to my side and close my eyes, but sleep still won’t come.

      When light begins to peek through my window, I get up and shift the curtain to peer out. Like Omri’s office, my room overlooks the courtyard and the Central Capital skyline. Even now, the downtown is alive like it’s the middle of the day. Billboards blink. Skyscraper windows are awash with light. I slump against the wall, watching the sky lighten through heavy-lidded eyes. All I want to do is crawl into bed, but my brain still spins with questions.

      A rap sounds on my door, and before I can say “Come in,” it bursts open.

      “Oh, good, you’re awake, too.” Ethelind shuffles in and joins me at the window. She wears an oversize T-shirt that falls to her knees. Her blond hair frizzes around her shoulders like an exploded halo. “I couldn’t sleep anymore. I’m too nervous about today.”

      I can’t empathize, so I don’t respond.

      “I heard you leave earlier,” she says after a moment. She shifts to lean against the wall, her gaze directed at me rather than the dawn.

      I don’t answer right away. Ethelind and I aren’t close. I guess I know her better than most people, but that doesn’t mean much. She’s never tried to make friends here because her family lives in the Central Capital and she’s usually with them on the weekends. I stopped trying to get to know her years ago. There’s no friction between us, though—we get along really well—and after seven years of living together, she knows not to push me to explain things I don’t want to—or can’t—discuss.

      “I’ve been awake for a while,” I finally say. “Had a hard time sleeping, too.”

      She’s quiet for a moment, then sighs. “We might as well get dressed.”

      I nod. “See you in a bit.”
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      Ethelind and I enter the auditorium a few hours later, but when I join Greer and Genevieve in the front, Ethelind opts to sit alone in the back.

      “Your roommate’s pretty much the friendliest person I’ve ever met.” Greer pats the seat beside him, and I sit. “Really, butterflies and rainbows, that one.”

      I shrug. “She’s not really a people person.”

      “That’s an understatement,” he mutters.

      I open my mouth to respond, but Genevieve jumps in. “Not that I love agreeing with him, but Greer’s right. Why doesn’t she ever want to hang out with us?”

      “Remember that time she came back early from class and we were watching a movie in your room?” Greer asks. “If she could’ve shot me with her eyes, I’d be dead. Didn’t even speak to me before she stomped into her room and slammed the door. What’d I ever do to her?”

      “Maybe you needed a shower.” I grin at him. “It’s a well-known fact your feet smell like garlic.”

      Greer narrows his eyes but doesn’t reply.

      I shrug, and my grin fades. “I know; I know. She’s not exactly the friendliest person, but I live with her, so I kind of have to get along with her. Besides, her family lives ten minutes away, remember? Maybe she’s more of a homebody than the rest of us.”

      Omri walks onto the stage, and our conversation is cut short. A hush falls across the room, and we rise to stand at attention. Two of the Guard follow him, and they turn to face us once Omri steps behind the podium.

      “Victores in obsequio!” he says.

      “Victores in obsequio!” we repeat.

      Omri smiles. “Class of 2090.” He casts a sweeping glance around the room. Nothing in his expression hints at the fear I saw frozen on his face mere hours before. “I know you’re excited this day is finally here.” He pauses, and his smile fades. “For some of you, this truly marks the end of an era. You know who you are. You’ve grown up here; we’ve become your family when yours were tragically taken too soon.”

      I swallow against an unexpected surge of yearning for what I lost long ago. Omri’s speaking about my family, among others. After they died, I was brought from the Western Region to the Central Capital and placed in a government-run orphanage inside the presidential compound. When I was ten years old, I scored high enough on the mandated middle grade tests to be placed into the Presidential Education Program alongside other gifted children. It was scary at first, being taken away from what I’d known for so long and thrust into something new. But everyone else was scared, too, and that somehow made it better. There was solidarity in our fear. For the first time since I could remember, I had a family of sorts, even if it wasn’t the family I’d always longed to have.

      What my classmates will never know about me, however, is that I made perfect scores on the first-year intuition and psychological exams, something never done before. Pallas, who has the same abilities as me, began tutoring me, teaching me the complexities of the human brain and how to decipher symbols within dreams. I immediately connected with her. She became the mom I didn’t have. Apart from Greer, she’s the person I’m closest to here.

      The training I’ve received from Pallas is important because Omri is cursed with dreams so intense he often can’t return to sleep. Eventually, I began helping Pallas sort through and study those dreams each week, which are recorded via electrodes and sent to the dream screen. Until this morning, the dream from one year ago was the only prophetic dream on record.

      “For those of you whose families look forward to seeing you again soon,” Omri continues, interrupting my daydream, “albeit for a short break before your work begins, you are as much a part of our family here at the compound as those who have been here a little longer.”

      Omri pauses again, turning his head to glance around at us. “You are part of the elite. You have trained here at the compound because you’re the brightest of your generation. You deserved—and received—an education befitting that.

      “Today is important not only for you but for our country. When America was attacked some fifty years ago, when terrorists believed they successfully destroyed us, they were wrong. It did nothing other than make us stronger. Now, you are our future leaders. It’s your turn to carry us forward.”

      “Think he might let the future leaders sit down soon?” Greer whispers to me.

      I swallow a laugh and elbow him to be quiet, then refocus on the president. Omri’s right. America is stronger than it’s ever been, and it’s our turn to ensure that it stays that way.

      Fifty years ago, every capital city in America, including Washington, DC, was bombed. Our leaders were slaughtered along with thousands upon thousands of innocent people. Then, in the midst of the aftermath, it was discovered that the terrorists were American.

      Pallas wasn’t born until after the attack, but she told me once what her parents told her, about the days of darkness and riots and fear. Of not knowing who was a friend or an enemy. For years, rumors of another civil war weighed on everyone’s mind.

      It didn’t happen, thankfully. The terrorists were caught, and the country recovered piece by piece. But those who put the country back together decided we weren’t going to be the same old twenty-first-century America anymore.

      Now, the days of cell phones and the internet are long gone. Days, Omri has often reminded us, when our dependence on technology made us forget to depend on one another.

      “Some of you will go to the Eastern Region to serve as diplomats or watch over our financial centers,” Omri says, motioning for us to sit. “Others will travel west to watch over our food production, a vital segment of our economy. Still others will stay here in our great Central Capital or perhaps venture into other areas of the Central Region to develop our transportation or lead our military.

      “No matter where you go, remember this: Our name might once have been the United States of America, but we were still divided. Culture. Politics. Religion. All were kindling ready to burst into flame. When the terrorists wiped out our way of life, they also wiped out our divisive ways of thinking.”

      His words stir a memory of a long-ago class about life after the terrorist attack. To unify the country, the states were dissolved. Local governments were shut down because they created discord. Religions were labeled as false belief systems and disbanded, their leaders arrested if they refused to obey, their churches and other houses of worship destroyed. It was necessary to maintain order, we learned. Victores in obsequio.

      “Our great leaders found opportunity within tragedy,” Omri continues.

      I blink and refocus on his speech.

      “An opportunity to reunite our country,” he says. “Today, America is truly united. You, class of 2090, are responsible for ensuring it continues to thrive. Use your skills and your intelligence to bring people together. Now, which career will you choose?”

      “I choose whichever one means I won’t have to work as hard as I’ve worked in this blasted compound,” Greer whispers. I elbow him again but keep my gaze focused on the president.

      “No matter where you go,” Omri says, “you will be a leader. Don’t be discouraged if you don’t get your first choice. It simply means we believe your talents will be of greater use elsewhere.” His smile returns. “Your mentors are waiting across the hall to record your selections. You will learn of your official placement at the graduation banquet Friday night.” His smile broadens. “Congratulations, students. Now, make America proud.”
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      The moment Omri disappears through the door, the auditorium erupts in excited chatter.

      “I’m choosing Agriculture Administration,” Greer says as we merge into the crowd to exit. “I want to pick oranges all day and sleep.”

      I snort. “Pretty sure they’re not going to let you pick oranges all day.”

      Greer shrugs. “It could happen.”

      I wave goodbye to Genevieve before she joins the line for her mentor and then follow Greer into Pallas’s line. She’s his mentor, too.

      “Well, Nyss? What are you choosing?”

      I sense Greer’s gaze boring into the top of my head. Even though my official choice will be entered today as “Central Region: presidential aide,” it comes with the secret expectation that one day I’ll succeed Pallas in her role of presidential adviser and chief dream interpreter to the president.

      Of course, I can’t tell him any of that, so I’m silent.

      “I know; I know.” He nudges me. “You want to make sure you and I stay together, and if we get sent to different regions, we might not ever see each other again…” His voice trails away, and I glance up to find him staring at me with an unreadable expression.

      I blink fast, then look at the ground. He’s spoken out loud the dismal reality I’d rather not think about. The Regional Movement Policy, developed after Omri’s dream last year, allows movement between regions only for “cultural or professional interest” purposes. Not only do citizens have to get presidential permission to travel, but they’re also required to return to their own region within a specified amount of time. As graduates of the most prestigious educational program in the country, our chances of ever leaving the region to which we’re sent are low—especially during the first two years, which will be filled with specialty training.

      “Come pick oranges with me, Nyss,” he whispers.

      There’s an urgency in his voice, and my head jerks up so my gaze meets his. He’s joking, right? He has to be joking. But the intensity in his eyes says otherwise, and my stomach clenches. Pallas and Genevieve and Tyrone are probably right. How have I been blind to Greer’s feelings when they’re obvious to everyone else? I want to kick him. Or do I want to hug him? I stifle a groan. There’s not enough time to sort through my own confusing feelings.

      “Ms. Ardelone?” Pallas’s voice slices through the moment.

      “You’re up.” Greer steps back and shoves his hands into his pockets.

      I blink and turn toward the table. I can’t think about Greer right now because this is my moment with Pallas. My opportunity at last to ask her why she lied to Omri.

      I bend down. “Pallas, I have to talk to you,” I whisper.

      She glances at me and shakes her head before returning her gaze to the small device in her hand. “As you already know, Nyssa,” she says just loud enough for me to hear, “you have been selected to become a presidential aide under my supervision.” She taps the screen, and a chart with my name in the center appears. “You’ve done very well keeping this a secret from the rest of your class, and I expect you will do so until careers are announced at the graduation banquet. Is that clear?” She taps the screen again, and it turns off.

      “Pallas!” I frown in confusion. “Did you hear me? I know what the dream meant. You have to tell me⁠—”

      “Hush, Nyssa.” Pallas looks up at me again, her mouth set in a straight line, her eyes expressionless. “Now is not the time.”

      We stare at each other. I’m dumbfounded by her behavior and can’t think of a single thing to say.

      “Please step aside for Mr. Rines.” Pallas’s voice is quiet but firm.

      I stare at her without moving.

      “Nyssa.” Her voice holds a warning.

      I blink once, twice, then nod and walk away in a bewildered daze to wait for Greer by the door. Did I really expect her to tell me here—in front of everyone—why she lied to the president? I lean my head against the wall. It’s not so much her refusal to tell me as the way she treated me like a stranger. I’ll get it out of her one way or another. I have to know the truth.

      “Everything all right?”

      I jump, startled by Greer’s voice. He stands off to the side, one eyebrow raised. I study his face, but it’s impossible to tell whether he’s talking about what happened between me and him or whether he heard my conversation with Pallas. Either way, I don’t want to talk about it.

      “Genevieve’s waiting,” I say. I dodge around him and head out into the courtyard. Genevieve waves at me from where she sits on a blanket beneath the oak, and I quicken my steps to leave Greer behind.

      I’m already settled with my back against the trunk and eyes closed when he sits down. I’m aware of his presence, of his legs stretched out alongside me, his shoulder pressed against mine. Come pick oranges with me, Nyss. I clench and unclench my jaw, swirling each word around, sorting through what he could have meant by the unexpected request.

      “It looked like you and Pallas got in a little fight back there,” Greer whispers in my ear.

      His breath against my skin makes my eyes pop open. I scoot away from him and squint toward the auditorium. Pallas likes to cross the courtyard to get to her office, and if I see her leave, I’ll follow her. She might not tell me the truth in front of other people, but she’ll have to talk to me if I confront her alone. And I need space from Greer. I can’t think straight around him right now. Too many emotions and thoughts and questions cling to me like spiderwebs.

      “Well?” Greer nudges my arm. “Am I right?”

      “Drop it, okay?” I swat at him.

      He throws his hands into the air in surrender and turns to Genevieve. “So, G, what’d you pick as number one?”

      “Eastern Region: diplomatic service,” she says. “Since I did so well in French, I’m hoping I’ll be selected for the European diplomacy program in Capital East. My family doesn’t live too far from there.” She studies Greer. “And you? Did you ask to pick oranges?”

      Greer twists the cap from his ever-present water bottle. “Western Region: food production; Eastern Region: transportation; Central Region: military.”

      “Military?” Genevieve raises an eyebrow. “You want to join the Guard?”

      “Not really.” He sips and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. “But Gideon’s in the Guard. Figured since I had to put three choices down, might as well put that. It wouldn’t be so bad getting stuck here if I could be with my brother.”

      His words barely register. The auditorium door has opened, and Pallas glides out onto the terrace, then turns toward the east wing.

      I stand. “I just remembered I promised Ethelind I’d find her before lunch. I’ll see you later.”

      “Tell her we don’t say hello,” Greer calls as I hurry away.

      I dash into the east wing and turn in time to see the elevator slide closed. Instead of waiting, I open a door to the right and take the stairs. It’s a long climb to the fourth floor, and by the time I reach it, I have a stitch in my side. I take a few deep breaths, open the door, and step into the hall.

      As I draw near to Pallas’s office, murmured voices drift out because the door isn’t properly closed. I pause in front of it, my hand resting on the knob. Something holds me back from barging in like I’d planned. Instead, I lean forward to listen.

      “It was an organized attack, Pallas,” a man says. “He knew they’d be there. We managed to get them back to Fortune’s Fall, but they won’t survive much longer without the antidote.”

      “And what do you propose I do?” Pallas asks.

      I ignore the trickle of guilt that ripples down my arms. I’m not proud that I’m eavesdropping, but my curiosity is piqued.

      “We have a way to get someone into the compound Friday,” the same man says. “Once he gets the antidote, we want you to leave with him.”

      Pallas laughs, but I know her too well. I hear the ring of curiosity in the sound. “The chances of your man getting out of here alive are small, and if I’m caught, I’ll be hanged the moment they arrest me.”

      “Pallas.” The man is urgent. “There’s been a new dream. We need you with us.”

      I frown. As far as I know, our job as dream interpreters is classified. Nobody knows what we do other than the president. Who is this stranger, and how does he know about us?

      “If we’d known an interpretation before the group left for Maren,” the man continues, “we might have known not to send them. We could have warned them they would be attacked when they got there. You have to help us. You can go home, Pallas.”

      My eyes widen. It’s been a long time since anyone mentioned Maren. And what is this about it being home to Pallas?

      “Home.” Pallas laughs, but this time, the sound is bitter rather than curious. “Who can go home?”

      “They’re waiting for you, Pallas.” The man’s voice is soft now, gentle. “You don’t have to stay here.”

      The silence seems to last forever.

      “Where do I meet you?” she asks at last.

      I sway, shaking my head in silent protest. Who are these people who think they can take Pallas away from me? And why would she agree to go?

      “Meet our man at the West Gate Friday night at ten,” the man says. “He’ll know where to go from there.”

      Another pause.

      Waiting.

      Waiting.

      “I’ll be there,” she says at last.

      I gasp and stumble backward, then turn and hurry down the hall toward the stairs, tripping over my feet in my haste. My brain says to move even faster, but my legs can’t keep up.

      I wrench open the door and stop on the landing, leaning against the wall to wait for my heart to stop racing.

      Maren.

      Maren was my home, the city in the Western Region destroyed by disease. But it was wiped off the map; there’s no record of it ever having even existed. I know because I’ve checked. I wanted to know about my family, about where I came from. But all my searches led to dead ends.

      My head begins to throb, and I squeeze my eyes shut. Pallas is from Maren, too? Why has she never told me? I open my eyes and take a breath, then begin to climb the stairs, my gaze downcast. When I get to the fifth floor, I shove open the door.

      And walk straight into a person.

      “Watch it!” a familiar voice says before I’m shoved to the side.

      Ethelind.

      My head jerks up, and her eyes narrow.

      “What’s the matter with you?” she asks.

      “You ran into me,” I say.

      She studies me in stony silence, eyebrows raised. “I think it was the other way around.”

      I sigh. “Did you need something?”

      “I was looking for you and ran into Greer. He seemed to think you were with me.” She raises her eyebrows even higher.

      I open my mouth to explain, then snap it shut. I can’t think of a single lie to cover what I just overheard.

      “Our dresses arrived for the graduation banquet,” she says at last, and my shoulders sag in relief. I know she won’t press me for answers.

      “Oh,” I say. “That’s great.”

      She nods and heads back down the hall. I shuffle along behind her, my arms wrapped against my chest to fight a chill that’s lodged deep inside me.

      Pallas is going to leave.

      I take a shaky breath.

      Pallas is leaving.

      And she’s going to Maren? How is that possible if Maren doesn’t exist anymore?

      I shake my head, trying to sift through my shock and revisit the facts I overheard. Someone was attacked in Maren and needs an antidote. A man is sneaking into the compound on Friday to steal it.

      “Nyssa? Are you listening to me?” Ethelind’s voice rings with irritation.

      I stop and glance around. We’re at the door to our suite. I don’t remember getting here.
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