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      The biggest event of my life was minutes away—thirty-nine minutes, to be exact—and my two best friends couldn’t stop fighting.

      Dresden rode his custom-made, sleek, silver bicycle to my left. His clean white uniform was tailored tightly to his firm shoulders, and he moved with a certain ease, a confidence that seemed to draw the eyes of every student around us.

      Fates, he was beautiful. I still couldn’t believe he’d chosen me for his girlfriend.

      He glanced over his shoulder at me. “Come on, Treena. Pick up the pace.”

      Beautiful, yes. Polite . . . not so much.

      Tali, pedaling her dull black bike to my right, snickered. “Such a gentleman.”

      We usually headed for work at the broadcasting center after school, but that was over now. Today the yellow lanes were clogged with Level Three graduates, all headed in the same direction—the city center. We would enter as kids and emerge officially Rated adults. My stomach twisted at the thought. I’d looked forward to this my entire life, and now that it was here I just wanted to be left alone. I checked my techband again. Thirty-eight minutes.

      A wide-set guy with a standard-issue white bike pedaled hard in front of me, taking up half the lane by himself. Traffic was especially bad today, but only in the yellow lane where we traveled. The green lanes were clear as could be. Of course.

      “Look at that line,” Dresden said with a chuckle. “It’s disgusting how desperate people get.”

      I followed his gaze to the Appearance Sector on our right. A long line of uptight customers in purple watched us pass with closed expressions. Advertisements for plastic surgery—“Get Your Rating-Preferred Nose Here!”—vision correction, advanced-formula nutrition pills, and eye tattoos battled for attention on the storefronts and ad boards above their heads, the words swirling together in one big mess of colors. Tomorrow was Rating Day for them. As graduates, we got our numbers a day before everyone else.

      Lucky us. A surge of nervousness clutched my stomach.

      The traffic light flashed, and we dragged to a stop. Dresden loved this section of town, where the skyscrapers loomed high above. The tallest one, a shiny copper edifice, stood at the corner to my right. I pointedly ignored it.

      Dres shaded his eyes with one hand. “It doesn’t look eighty-two floors high from here, does it?”

      “I’m sure it looks higher from the top,” Tali said.

      It did, but I didn’t say so. That meant admitting I’d been up there. The tower housed the Olympus Credit Office, but it was better known for what happened there the night of Rating Day each year. The building’s guards would conveniently disappear, and some of the newest reds and yellows—the year’s “loser crop,” as Dresden called them—would climb the stairs to the top and jump. The morning road-cleaning crew swept up their broken bodies along with the dirt and trash.

      The noblest decision they could have made, my stepdad often said.

      “Some of the guys are coming to watch tonight after the bonfire,” Dresden said. “There were six jumpers last year and four the year before that. With this year’s tough competition, I bet we’ll get seven or eight. You sure you don’t want to come, Treena?”

      I fought a sudden nausea and looked away. “I’m sure.” I’d rather jump myself than watch someone else end their life that way. The light stopped blinking, and Dresden pushed off. He was halfway through the intersection before I managed to follow.

      “I don’t get why you like him,” Tali said next to me. “Are you okay? You look pale.”

      “I’m fine. Give Dresden a break, Tali. There’s a lot more to him than you think.” My words felt hollow even to my own ears.

      “There better be.” She gave a loud sigh as we caught up to Dresden. “Fates, I can’t wait for the ceremony to be over. Then everyone will be halfway normal again, and we can just live our lives in peace for another year.”

      “And that is exactly your problem,” Dresden said, glancing at us. “Live in peace? You don’t live in spite of your number but because of it. Ratings are the whole point. At least for those of us living in reality. Peak was a genius when he came up with the system.”

      Tali rolled her eyes, an act as natural for her as breathing. “That’s stupid. The numbers shape themselves to fit us, not the other way around. Ratings are supposed to make order of chaos, make it easier to live our lives. Not become our lives.”

      “Taliyah,” I warned. After my big speech about Dresden’s qualities, she had to bring up the one subject he wouldn’t back down on.

      “You don’t get it,” Dresden said. “And you never will. It’s people like you who become yellows and reds. Treena, I can’t believe you call her your friend. I hope associating with her didn’t pull your score down.”

      “That’s it,” I said. “I’m done. I’m throwing you both off the tower.”

      Tali chuckled and leaned over. “Don’t worry about him, Treen. He doesn’t often surround himself with us lesser folk. When it comes to himself or others, he’ll always choose himself.” Her voice rose as if to make sure he could hear. “In fact, if you were lying in the street dying, he wouldn’t give you a second thought. Unless you were a green, of course. Not even that—no, you’d have to be a higher green, and he’d make sure everyone was watching before he helped.”

      “Taliyah,” I broke in, my voice flat. “That’s enough.”

      Her mouth snapped closed, but her cheeks flushed pink. Dresden glared at his bike handles, his knuckles white. For him to reply would only add truth to her words. Tali would just have to get used to this. Dresden had been in my life for months now, and if we scored within a hundred points of each other, he would be a major part of it. Forever. She’d have to keep her angry rants to herself.

      “Taking the shortcut,” Tali grumbled as we approached Harbor Road. “See you there.”

      “Wait!” I called after her and gave Dresden an apologetic look. “Let’s go with her. It’ll be faster.”

      He exhaled hard, but his desire to get there quickly must have overridden his disdain for my friend, because he turned to follow. I felt like a mother juggling two toddlers, trying to keep them both within reach, trying not to choose one over the other. I guess I kept hoping they’d grow up instead of forcing me to make that choice.

      Tali was already down the block, pedaling hard in the empty lane. We’d get there faster this way, but we also had to pass the Red District. One good reason I usually avoided this route at any cost.

      “You could at least pretend to be nice to her,” I told him as we followed. She was riding faster now, probably because her attempt to escape Dresden hadn’t worked. “I’m nice to your friends, you know.”

      “My friends come from high families, Treena. Tali lives in a different world than we do. You’re above her in every way. You’ll see that soon enough.” He gave me a sideways glance. “That’s the beauty of the numbers—it puts everyone where they’re supposed to be.”

      I looked around and nearly choked. “Shh. Not so loud.”

      The road was rougher here, and so were the people. They filled the sidewalks, their red numbers glowing on their foreheads like blood. Beggars in worn uniforms lined the filthy street, watching us carefully, as if trying to decide if we carried nutrition pills. I didn’t, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if they approached us to find out. An image of a mob attacking us as we rode past flashed through my mind. I shuddered and pedaled harder.

      It felt like forever, but we finally emerged from the Red District and cut across an empty park. At first glance the city center looked like any other old-fashioned government building, little more than a six-story box with white marble and stately Roman columns. Transports were lined up in front, delivering important people like a giant anaconda giving birth to various shades of purple uniforms. These were the city’s elite, people like my stepdad. The side entrance was full of students in white clamoring to make their way inside. Graduates.

      Tali had already parked her bike. Well, thrown it to the ground, more like. She strode toward the doors like a determined soldier going to war. I could only hope she wasn’t too mad to save me a seat.

      We parked our bikes and Dresden started toward the building, but I held back, grabbing his hand. “You ready for this?”

      He chuckled, sliding his fingers through mine like he had a hundred times before. “Of course. I’ve been preparing for this my whole life. You have too, remember?”

      “Yeah, but I can’t help thinking that there’s something I’ve missed—some little score I haven’t earned yet.” I couldn’t get darkness and despair of the Red District out of my mind.

      He snapped his fingers. “I know! You forgot to organize your shoes by color and style this morning.”

      “Very funny.”

      “Look, I’ve never seen anyone align their life to the Standards as closely as you. You’re almost obsessive, Treena. First place in nearly every subject, top of our class. If anyone doesn’t have cause to worry, it’s you. Now, what’s really going on?”

      I sighed, unsure I could even put it into words. “I don’t know. Have you ever wondered if you really want this? The Rating, the implant, everything?”

      He cocked his head and examined me like a scientist would study a bug. “You’re joking, right? That doesn’t sound like the kick-butt Treena I know. Come here.” He grabbed my hand and pulled me toward a tree. A fir tree, I guessed by the needles, although it was plastic. Real trees hadn’t existed in NORA for decades.

      When we were out of sight, I rested my head against his chest, feeling him exhale in a contented sigh. It was easy to pretend that nothing would ever change when we were together like this. It almost felt like tomorrow was just another school day. Like our first official steps into adulthood were years away instead of minutes.

      “You’re just nervous,” he whispered. “Let me help you forget.” My pulse quickened as he lowered his head to mine, and I lifted my face willingly. Our lips met. He was a great kisser—passionate and hungry, not that I wanted to think about all the girls he’d learned on before me—and he didn’t hold back. I melted into his chest as the heat between us intensified. But all too soon he pulled away, gasping for breath. I groaned, and a goofy smile spread across his face. “And now, it’s time to go.” He released me and threw his arms wide. “Our destiny awaits!”

      I threaded my fingers through his once more. Dres was right. We’d prepared for this since we could crawl. It was a celebration, not a sentence. I checked my techband. Twenty-two minutes. “Together, right?”

      “Absolutely. No matter what.”
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      I glared at the concrete sidewalk. The late afternoon shadows inched their way toward the street, taunting us, reminding us that we’d awaited orders for over two hours. Apparently our superiors thought twelve guys had nothing better to do than stand around in the heat. We could sit in the transports, but for me, sore feet were preferable to slow-baked internal organs.

      For the tenth time, I looked for shade without success. Even in a smaller city like Olympus, everything was hard—the sidewalk, the road where thousands of bicyclists had passed within the last hour, the tall buildings surrounding us like an ugly concrete forest. It was ironic. The only real colors in sight were the glowing numbers these people wore on their foreheads.

      “Vance?”

      The voice blended with the hum of bike traffic, and it didn’t quite register. Then a hand grabbed my shoulder.

      I moved instinctively, twisting to pin the offender’s arms, a quick leg sweep, right fist cocked and poised for the next strike. I didn’t realize who my opponent was until he had already hit the ground. Neb, the new boy, was spread flat on the concrete, staring at me in stunned surprise.

      “Fates!” he said, his voice catching. “S-sorry, I didn’t mean to freak you out. A little jumpy today, aren’t you, Vance?”

      I groaned and pulled him up from the sidewalk. The kid barely weighed anything. He shook himself loosely, as if to pretend that he’d meant to end up on the ground all along. But then he reached up to rub the shoulder I’d nearly yanked out of its socket.

      “You need something?” I didn’t try to keep the irritation out of my voice. If Neb could creep up on me, anyone could. That would never have happened two years ago.

      “Tama has an update for you,” he muttered, taking a small step backward.

      I wiped my sweaty forehead for the trillionth time. Why they made us wear black uniforms in a blasted desert, I’d never know. “Coming.”

      Tama stood with one leg in the first transport, his dark arms resting on the top, sleeves rolled up to expose dark biceps larger than most men’s thighs. He stood upright as I approached, and the metal vehicle groaned in protest. The yellow numbers on his forehead, more orange in the sunlight, glowed a bright 501—the lowest Rating possible before becoming a red. One of the biggest insults a NORA citizen could receive.

      Which I wasn’t, no matter what they said.

      I resisted the urge to brush my fingers over my own forehead. Not that I cared about the number, of course, but the implanted device made me feel branded. Like the cattle my father and I used to⁠—

      Stop. Thoughts of my father were pointless, and I had no time for that now. I accepted the water pouch Tama offered and took a big gulp, swallowing quickly. The nasty aftertaste of NORA’s water was something I’d never get used to. “So the Demander finally decided to tell us what we’re supposed to be doing?”

      Tama sighed, more a deep rumble of air than an exhalation. He hated my nickname for Commander Denoux. “Backup at the city center for the Rating Ceremony. There’s word of an unusual Rating being awarded or something.”

      “Better than chasing smugglers, I guess.” At least it was indoors. We’d caught five smugglers today, two of them kids. Hopefully that was sufficient to convince the Demander that Olympus was subdued enough for us to go back to the capital city. I dreaded another night of uncomfortable surveillance in a transport. Besides, being so close to the integration camp brought memories to the surface that I preferred to forget.

      Traitor.

      The thought came frequently these days, though not as often as it had at first. The first year had been pretty bad. The second year I’d learned how to dam the guilt inside like the frozen, hardened soldier NORA wanted. What would the third year bring?

      How many more years could I take?

      “We’re to report in twenty minutes. But before we go,” he said in his deep voice, “there’s something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about.”

      I looked away with a grunt. He was nice enough, a good team leader, but his dark eyes reminded me too much of my dad’s.

      “It’s coming up soon, right? The anniversary.”

      I shrugged. “Let’s just go.”

      “You’ve been with us almost two years.”

      I didn’t answer.

      He paused, then plunged on. “If you’re choosing the work-camp route, I need to know soon. I’ll need to train someone to replace you.”

      “I’ll let you know.” I stalked to the end of the transport line where my team waited and gave them the update, feeling Tama’s eyes on my back.

      As always, the guys stuffed themselves into the backseats, fighting over the edges with the most legroom. They stayed away from the passenger seat. That was mine. I climbed in and slammed the door a little too hard.

      The anniversary, Tama had called it. Anniversaries were for happy married couples, for men who rode in transports to their assignments and came home clean, unstained by blood and guilt. Anniversaries were definitely not for people like me—someone who’d once fought for his life around the twisted bodies of his neighbors and friends, their charred remains still smoking in the early morning light. Not that any of that had mattered in the end.

      I tried to think of something else, but the sounds echoed in my brain as sharply as they had that awful night almost two years ago—people shouting, children screaming as their parents collapsed. The sound of gunfire, the rifles held by my clan members, and the chilling accuracy of NORA’s strange, silent weapons. Dad’s order to take our family to safety.

      It was the last thing I’d ever hear him say.

      I shoved that thought away and focused on Tama’s  words. If I decided to extend my sentence, it would always be like this. One assignment to another, then another. More lives destroyed. If I chose the work camps, at least that part would end. But so would my freedom.

      Not true. I didn’t know what freedom was anymore.

      Tama wanted my decision. So far, my decision was to not decide at all. “City center,” I told the driver and sat back for the ride.
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      “Welcome to the class of 2094’s Rating Ceremony.” The official over Level Three education, Professor Bold, ran his hand over his head as if making sure his hairpiece was in place. Or maybe he was making sure we could see the green number on his forehead: 883.

      The students and parents in the audience gave an excited cheer. My stomach felt tingly, but one glance at Dresden soothed my fears. He sat with his khel team on the boys’ side, relaxed as always. I turned and looked for my mom, Lanah, in the parents’ section. I caught a glimpse of her near the back, staring at the floor. Her husband wasn’t with her. Good.

      I caught a glimpse of Tali’s mother as well. She owned a stonecutting shop and was a bit eccentric, but I liked her. Last time I’d visited, she’d gone on and on about how the posterity of NORA’s founder, Richard Peak, were all named after stones and how rocks had life cycles and energy just like people did. If only a rock could calm my nerves now.

      “Watch and see if I’m right,” Taliyah whispered into my ear. Luckily, her earlier anger seemed to have dissipated. She was focused on her latest conspiracy theory—something about the government purposefully creating more yellows and reds than in years past. “It’s like the foundation of a pyramid,” she had explained. “You need more people at the bottom to support the few on top.”

      Tali refused to believe the truth. People earned the Ratings they got, both reds and greens, and that was that. I shrugged. “Sure.”

      She gave me a sharp look. “Don’t ‘sure’ me, Treena. I’m right.” When I didn’t answer, she turned away, crossing her legs in complete confidence.

      Her face faded into the darkness as the lights dimmed. The room quieted and we settled back in our seats. I released a long breath, drawing on the mental exercises that had gotten me through the hardest parts of the khel season. Imagine yourself walking up there and accepting⁠—

      The auditorium doors slammed open, yanking my eyes open and my head around.

      Dozens of blond-headed monitors in silver uniforms streamed in and lined up along the walls and down each aisle. Each held a stunner in his or her hand, pointed down, helmet visors covering their faces.

      The audience murmured. There was usually high security at an event like this, but there had to be over a hundred of them. Were they looking for someone?

      “Wow,” Tali breathed. “Check him out, Treen.”

      A dark-haired guy with broad shoulders had just taken his place at the end of our row and now scanned the audience with his stunner raised. I blinked. He wore a black uniform, not silver. No helmet, either. Military, maybe? But I caught my breath at the sight of his Rating. Bright red.

      A red soldier? I didn’t know that was possible.

      “Fates,” Tali said. “I’d love to uncover those rippling biceps.”

      “Tali!” I hissed.

      His dark eyes narrowed. “Keep talking, ladies, so I can arrest you. Didn’t want to stand here for two hours anyway.”

      “Anything for you, baby,” Tali muttered.

      “My friend says she’s very sorry,” I told him. “She prefers to look at you rather than Professor Bold, for some reason.” Even as the words left my mouth, my brain screamed that I’d gone too far. Red or not, he was clearly a soldier. And by the way the other monitors seemed wary of him, a powerful one at that.

      Our gazes locked. The hardened mask slipped for a split second, and there was a hint of amusement in his face. My face grew hot, but I couldn’t look away. He watched me for a moment more before breaking eye contact.

      Fate’s sake, Treena. You have a boyfriend.

      I turned back to the stage, trying to pretend his eyes weren’t burning a hole in my skin.

      The shuffling noises died down and the auditorium went still. Professor Bold looked uneasy, but none of the monitors approached him. He cleared his throat.

      “Here we go,” Tali whispered. “My favorite history lesson again.”

      That got a half smile from me. Professor Bold was known to ramble on about NORA’s proud past. He’d done it at every school event since we had entered Level Three. I almost had it memorized. Taliyah did. She began mouthing the words as he spoke.

      “The New Order Republic of America, or NORA, has a ninety-year history—one that began after the old America broke apart, when Richard Peak stepped forward with the Rating system.” Professor Bold glanced at the monitors and ran his hand over his head again. “While previous civilizations—and even the outlands today—have continually fought for order and peace, it is only we who have succeeded.”

      He paused, and the audience applauded politely. It was the same every year. If we didn’t read his cues, the speech would become unbearably long.

      “Peak’s Rating system solved the ultimate human problem: greed. As long as human beings think first of themselves as individuals, their society will fail every time. When we see ourselves as a thread in the tapestry of a nation, we find happiness as citizens and individuals. It is only through aligning ourselves to our ideals and striving for the very best that is within us that a society like ours can thrive. And thrive, we do.”

      More applause.

      “Right, like the Rating system took away greed,” Tali grumbled.

      “Shh,” I whispered, but the guy wearing black had moved on to another row. I felt a strange sense of loss that made zero sense whatsoever.

      Bold continued. “Today we enjoy a society of peace, filled with citizens who contribute to the well-being of society cheerfully, peacefully, and productively; citizens who strive diligently for the Ratings that truly encompass them, their passions, and their potential. Citizens who follow the Standards of Excellence.” He paused as if about to recite the Standards, but he continued. “Today, as in past years, I certainly hope to see many strong greens created. And now we will watch as our graduating students receive their hard-earned and well-deserved Ratings.”

      The audience applauded. Taliyah and I looked at each other in relief. This speech was shorter than usual. A favorite topic of Bold’s was how it was the individual’s responsibility to earn their place in the family and society, how we weren’t worth the nutrition pills we consumed unless we contributed more than we took. It always reminded me of my stepdad, Konnor—addition and subtraction, contributions and mistakes.

      Professor Bold went to touch his hair again but stopped in midair, staring at his hand as if wondering what it was doing there, and thrust it into his pocket instead. “What do you say, students? Are you ready?”

      Louder applause. If nervousness had fluttered in my stomach before, now it was a bonfire. Since our nation’s leader, the empress, was female, the guys would go first. Tradition and all. I just wanted to get my Rating and be done with it. Luckily, Dresden had already turned seventeen, making him one of the oldest, so he’d be close to the beginning of the list. My heart raced in my chest.

      “Let us begin.” Professor Bold reached for the first card.

      Taliyah suddenly glanced at me with a knowing smile, and I realized that I was gripping her leg. “Sorry.”

      She leaned over. “You have nothing to stress about. There’s no way you guys won’t come within a hundred points of one another, if that’s what you want. You’re”—she batted her eyelashes and swatted a dainty hand dramatically—“made for each other.”

      I bit back a smile. She couldn’t stand Dresden, but she knew exactly how to cheer me up.

      “Shh!” someone behind us whispered, and I noticed that the auditorium had become deathly silent.

      “Lile Demenger.”

      Lile stood and joined the professor, blinking in the spotlight. By the looks of his rust-colored hair, he’d tried to dye his black hair the appropriate shade of blond. Cheap boxed dye, most likely. I fingered my own hair. I’d been dying it for so long I couldn’t even remember what my true color was.

      “Your score is . . .” Professor Bold read the card. “739. Congratulations.”

      Lile’s head bobbed as he accepted his card and stepped back. His parents stood in the crowd and applauded wildly. His score must have been higher than either of theirs.

      “Chan Norwell.”

      Chan hesitated before standing. When he joined the professor, he stared at the floor. He’d been in several of my classes, but I’d never heard the guy speak a word before.

      “Your score is . . .” Bold paused. “636. Congratulations.”

      The crowd gently applauded. 636 was high-yellow range. Chan accepted his card and stepped back, head down. No one stood to cheer for him.

      “Poor guy,” Tali whispered, and I knew what she meant. Kids who scored less than their parents were what adults called “at-risk,” or the type to jump off the tower. I’d never quite understood their motivation, but today it made a little more sense. What could be worse than falling from green to yellow, branded as mediocre, for everyone to see?

      Jumping off the tower. That was definitely worse.

      “Dresden Wynn.”

      My breath caught.

      He stood and strode to the front, his lanky frame seeming shorter from this far away. A silly grin was pasted on his face. I could tell it wasn’t entirely natural. The rustling movements in the audience stopped as every ear perked up.

      A figure behind the guys’ side leaned forward in anticipation. Dresden’s dad, tall and regal, just like his son. The Wynns wore some of the highest Ratings in the city, and they lived in the most expensive corner of Olympus.

      “Your score is . . . uh . . .”

      Professor Bold looked at his assistant and showed her the card. Her eyes widened, and she glanced at Dresden, shrugging her shoulders.

      My teeth began to grind. Tali put a gentle hand on my shoulder.

      “Your score is . . . 942.”

      There was a collective gasp from the audience. My stomach fell to the floor. What?

      Everyone around me exploded to their feet, screaming and jumping in their excitement. The applause was deafening. Someone grabbed my shoulders and yelled something in my ear. I just sat, staring numbly at the back of the student in front of me. The number echoed in my head.

      942.

      Professor Bold’s desperate voice came over the speakers. “Students, please. Give me your attention.”

      “Dresden! Woohoo!” someone yelled behind me. A girl.

      The chant started to rise over the noise. “Dres-den. Dres-den.”

      “Students!”

      “Dres-den. Dres-den.”

      942. Olympus’s previous record was 936, by a near genius. His assignment had been to the Leadership Academy. Some said he was training to become tribune, second only to the empress.

      Dresden, what have you done?

      One hundred points. My score would have to be at least 842, or the law said we couldn’t be together. The numbers ran through my head. Only 5 percent of the NORA’s population had scores in the mid-eight hundreds, and I doubted any of them were freshly Rated graduates.

      “Dres-den. Dres-den.”

      The monitors moved then, turning to face the audience and raising their stunners. The chanting broke down into confused conversation as everyone lowered themselves into their seats. Cheering and standing had never been against the rules in the past. Of course, we’d never had this many monitors in the audience before, either. Maybe they’d anticipated Dresden’s score and sent in extra security.

      “Students,” a younger voice came over the speaker. It was Dresden. Interesting how a number changed things. We were his friends one minute and students the next. “Students, thank you for your support, but please listen to Professor Bold. Thank you.”

      The tall girl in front of me sat down, and I could finally see Dresden’s face. Flushed. Triumphant. Very, very happy. He searched the crowd, looking for me. I sank lower in my seat. What was wrong with me? I should have been clapping enthusiastically, like everyone else. No, I should have been more excited than everyone else. Instead, I felt sick.

      Professor Bold took the mic back. “That is an Olympus city record, Dresden. Congratulations. We will watch you with interest.”

      Dresden’s beautiful voice replied, “Thank you, sir. I’m very excited for the future.”

      Tali turned to me with an enthusiasm I hadn’t expected and began to whisper. “That record will last what, fifteen minutes? You’ve got to be at least ten points above him.”

      My voice sounded mechanical. “As long as we’re within range of each other, it doesn’t matter.”

      The rest of the names blurred together. Before I was ready, it was the girls’ turn. Professor Bold seemed calmer now, his voice more confident. “Lorena Conway.”

      I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Dresden. He wore a brilliant smile as he watched the stand.

      “Your Rating is . . . 822. Congratulations.”

      The next four students received their Ratings, three in the low eight hundreds and one in the seven hundreds. Then Professor Bold called Tali’s name. She stood slowly, eyes fixed on the stage. I gripped her arm as she slid past, but she didn’t seem to notice. When she got to the front, she simply glared at the crowd.

      Professor Bold didn’t even look at her. He squinted at the card and said in a monotone voice, “Taliyah Fairbanks. Your score is 651. Congratulations.”

      A gasp ripped from my chest as the audience politely applauded. Yellow. High yellow, yes, but yellow.

      Tali’s expression was hard. She turned to the professor, who soberly handed her the card. Anger flashed in her eyes as she uttered a quick thank-you before walking stiffly down to the aisle. There was murmuring in the audience.

      “It’s a mistake,” I muttered. “She should be in the eight hundreds at least!”

      The girl to my left, Rena, pursed her lips. “Eight hundreds? Look at her hair. She didn’t even try to dye it.”

      The girl next to Rena shook her head. “It wasn’t that. I heard her mom is a yellow, and nobody knows where her dad is. Besides, her uniform is always so . . . frumpy.” She shrugged, a cute, petite gesture, as Tali reached our row. “Seems like she fits the yellow mold pretty well.”

      The anger welled up inside me like fire. I wanted to slap Rena. She hadn’t even tried to lower her voice. Tali stiffly lowered herself into her seat, head held high.

      How could Dresden and Tali, my two best friends, have scores so vastly different? How well did the Raters, strangers we’d never met, really know us?

      “Ametrine Dowell.”

      My body stiffened and time seemed to stop. The whisperings in the room came to a halt. Students turned in their seats to stare at me until I felt like everyone in the city was watching me. They probably were.

      Somehow my feet knew what to do, and an eternity later, I was standing next to Professor Bold. It was the closest I’d ever been to the man. He smelled like sweat and heavy cologne. A genuine smile spread across his face, his teeth bright in the dull light. In his hand was a card. I had a sudden urge to grab it and run away. But I forced my hands to my side and stood tall, facing the silent crowd. The spotlight was too bright to see Lanah, my mom, but I knew she’d be clasping her hands like she always did when she was nervous.

      “Ametrine Dowell,” he said too slowly. “It gives me great pleasure to tell you that your score is . . .”

      My gaze was fixed on the card as he squinted at it and then rubbed his eye with one slim finger. Someone coughed, and I nearly jumped. Every muscle and tendon in my body was taut. I found Dresden’s still-grinning face in the audience.

      Except that this was taking too long. Something was wrong.

      I tried to lean over and see the card myself, but Professor Bold turned and held it up to his assistant behind us. She stepped forward and stared at the card, raising an eyebrow. Professor Bold cleared his throat and ran a shaky hand over his sweaty head.

      The dramatic pause before another record-breaking score? Please let it be so. My heart felt like it would leap out of my chest.

      “Ametrine,” he repeated, his voice somber. “Your score is 440. Uh . . . congratulations.”

      My expression must have been one of utter shock, because Professor Bold looked very serious as he handed me the card. There it was, clear and in black:

      

      
        
        Ametrine Dowell: 440

        Implant Level: Red

      

      

      

      The auditorium was deathly silent. The squeaking of chairs and low whispering had stopped, and it seemed as though nobody dared breathe.

      I was frozen in place. I stared dumbly at the audience, my neighbors and friends and people who had come to celebrate with us. Someone cleared their throat.

      This was a nightmare. It wasn’t really happening. Sixteen years of work couldn’t end this way. My dreams, my relationship with Dresden, and my future—all shattered by one number.

      440.

      It couldn’t be real. No Olympus graduate had ever gotten a Rating below five hundred. Especially not a student who had consistently been at the top of her class. This was dreadfully, horrifyingly wrong.

      The audience began to murmur.

      A stern-faced female with a tight bun stepped out of the shadows beside me. The woman wore the standard purple NORA uniform, but her right arm had three golden stripes. The Ratings Department. She gestured for Professor Bold to give her the mic and turned to the crowd.

      “Students, I am a Ratings official. I ask you to remain quietly seated.”

      The whispering decreased, but it didn’t disappear. A lone figure stood in the back, hands covering her mouth, and I didn’t need to see her face to know it was Lanah. She was too shocked to process the official’s order. A monitor headed in her direction.

      “Young lady, give me the card.” The official stood next to me, her hand out expectantly. My eyes burned, but I pushed the emotions back. Maybe it really was a mistake. Perhaps she was about to say so. She’d fix it, and I’d go home and celebrate with my classmates, and everything would go on as planned. 440? It was nearly impossible to be that useless. I quickly handed her the card, as if it were smoldering.

      “Students, let me explain something to you.” The official paused. “Your parents already know this, but it’s important that you understand. The Rating Department regulates the data that determines your score through a massive interconnected network. The data is sent and stored from the moment you’re born. The Raters know more about you than you could possibly imagine. The Raters analyze the data, assign your scores, and finalize the numbers by printing these cards and affixing their signatures.” She finally turned, but she looked past me. “Young lady, will you tell us what is written in the bottom right-hand corner?”

      I stared at it, numb. There it was, scribbled in ink: RMR

      “Out loud, please.” She held the mic up to my lips.

      I tried to speak, but I knew I’d lose control if I did. I just shook my head.

      “It’s a signature,” the official said, her voice hardening. “That makes it a valid Rating. NORA doesn’t make mistakes. Enjoy the rest of the ceremony.” She handed the mic to Professor Bold, who stared at it, red-faced.

      The audience was quiet. I looked out at the faces of students I knew well and professors I’d studied under. Their collective shock and confusion slowly dissipated but was replaced by something else. Disgust. I could see it in their downturned mouths and sour expressions.

      They assumed I had done something horrible to deserve this. And why not? That’s what I would have thought.

      I caught a glimpse of the soldier in black. He stood at attention like the others, but instead of watching the audience, his gaze was locked on me. He frowned, eyebrows creased in something that looked a lot like concern. Maybe even pity.

      I pulled myself together. I didn’t need the pity of a red, because this was all a terrible mistake.

      A hand touched my back, and a monitor eased me gently toward the steps. “Come. I’ve been instructed to stay by your side until implantation.”

      I just nodded. Of course. They were afraid I’d run away. Too bad I hadn’t thought about it before now. When I started back toward my seat, he shook his head and pointed to the exit. “For your protection,” he whispered.

      Protection? From whom? The words swirled in my mind, fading in and out like everything else. I felt thousands of eyes on my back as I shuffled down the aisle toward the doors. But the image that would haunt me forever was the expression on Dresden’s face. His eyes were dark, his mouth set into a hard line, his jaw tight. He leaned forward in his seat as if he wanted to leap up and run. I had a million questions, but only one mattered as I left the auditorium.

      Did Dresden want to run to me—or away from me?
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      It was as if I’d stepped right into my nightmares. A bonfire, hot and crackling, threw shadows across the town square. Except this time the people surrounding it weren’t running in panic but dancing. And the soldiers who stood about weren’t destroying but protecting. Watching. There was a big difference this time.

      I hated fire.

      “Look at those bubble blowers,” Semias said. “Dancing around like fools, celebrating their new implants. It’s not like they’ve never seen fire before.” He turned away, disgust evident on his round, shadowed face. I’d caught him gulping down nutrition pills again today, probably stolen from some poor family in the Red District. I’d kick him off the team, but we were down a guy from last month’s raid.

      His name was Harell, Vance. Is that how you see it now—addition and subtraction instead of lives and people?

      “Bubble blowers?” Daymond repeated. He absently fingered the scar on his cheek.

      “You know. Kids. Whities. Newbies.”

      “They’re only two years younger than you, Semias,” Daymond replied.

      “They probably haven’t seen fire before,” Ross said in a thoughtful tone, as if he’d missed the entire exchange. “Look at this security. I doubt NORA will let this tradition go on much longer.”

      I had to agree with him, but for different reasons. This was the wrong time of year to have a bonfire—the heat was already unbearable, and the fire made it a hundred times worse. No less than two-dozen monitors were stationed around the city square tonight, silver uniforms braided into the purple crowd, and the new graduates looked uncomfortable as they danced. They glanced often at the flames and the pile of blackening white uniforms, but stole glances at the monitors. If this uniform-burning ceremony was their graduation party, I actually felt sorry for them.

      My team watched the crowd with envy. These guys had all grown up like this. The bonfire was a rite of passage for NORA citizens, a point of no return. A last chance to be carefree and goof off, trying to impress girls they knew they’d never see again once they received their permanent assignments tomorrow. One last night of childhood before adulthood punched them in the mouth.

      A horde of blonde girls stood front and center, all wearing stiff, newly purchased purple uniforms and blazing green Ratings on their foreheads, chattering to each other like little birds.

      Rating ceremonies were the worst. At least with criminals, I knew what they were thinking. It was the cold glares of green citizens I couldn’t stand. Those who didn’t look down their noses looked quickly away or pretended I wasn’t there, which was just fine with me. Except today, a girl in the audience had stared me down in curiosity, even responding to my smile with one of her own. And, strangely, she’d later become a red. She was the talk of the entire city tonight.

      “Tama’s coming,” Neb announced. “Looks like they caught the kid.”

      I straightened as Tama’s  team approached dragging a scrawny kid with messy black hair. He wore red girls’ shoes that were too big and made him stumble. Those unfortunate shoes had cost him his freedom.

      “I’m no smuggler, I swear,” the boy said when they stopped.

      “Sure, kid,” I said. They always said that, but it didn’t matter. Our job was to deliver him, not interrogate him. That made seven smugglers today. Hopefully that was enough to curb the Demander’s appetite and let us leave this blasted city. The heavy rotten-lake smell was driving me insane. “We’re going to test you now. If you pass, you can go home free.”

      He paused. “What kind of test?”

      Tama retrieved his testing device from the transport and held it up to the flickering light. He’d helped invent it himself. It was simple, smaller than his hand—even though everything was smaller than Tama’s  hand—but he never let anyone else touch it. “Hold out your arm.”

      The boy’s eyes went wide. “Wait. What does it test?”

      “Food,” I said. “If you haven’t eaten real food recently, you have nothing to worry about.”

      “What is going on?” a woman shrieked, her voice bordering on hysteria as she pushed her way through the murmuring crowd. Apparently our presence had caught the attention of the graduates, and they watched us in fascination. The woman planted herself in front of me, hands on her hips, her long hair tucked over one shoulder.

      I stared at her, dread sinking in my chest. It was Selia Dunstrep, wearing a yellow 629 Rating. She’d been in my clan—at least, when it had existed. Not only that, but she’d served in the Circle and worked with my father.

      “Your mom?” I asked the boy. He trembled, his eyes shifting from the woman to me. He nodded.

      Blasted woman, I thought. It would’ve been so much smoother if she hadn’t come. Quicker than anyone could react, I leaped and yanked her arms behind her, locking her wrists together.

      She let out a surprised gasp and tried to jerk away, then gritted her teeth in pain. Her bonds were linked to her techband, so she’d feel that jolt every time she moved. I knew all too well how that felt.

      “You are ordered to submit to a food test,” I said.

      “This is ridiculous! I just came to see⁠—”

      “Aren’t you the boy’s mother?”

      “I—” Her mouth tightened in pain. “I will not submit to a test, and neither will he. We’ve done nothing wrong.”

      “The boy has already been tested.” Tama watched his device, holding the boy’s shoulder with his other hand. His deep voice rumbled over the growing noise of the crowd. “He’s positive.”

      The boy stared at his mother in shock. “Mama.”

      Her jaw dropped a little. “It must be the device! He wasn’t—you can’t take . . . Please. I have other children at home.”

      Great. Our last smuggler had just become an entire family. I motioned for a couple of guys to assist. They hurried to obey. “We’ll need to test all of you, then,” I said.

      Tama waved his device over the woman’s skin, making her flinch. It took a couple of seconds for the result to appear. The light turned red. Positive.

      “It’s all my fault,” she rushed on. “Just let my children go. Please! They’re innocent and still getting used to this place. Whatever the punishment is, I’ll take it instead.”

      I forced my face to remain impassive, sending a quick techband message to the monitor station to request a search team for the woman’s home. They’d be there within minutes. “Your family will meet you shortly,” I told her. “Whatever happens, at least you’ll be together.”

      “Don’t you dare pretend to care about us.” Her eyes flashed in the firelight, giving her a strangely demonic look. Her voice dripped with venom. “You’re taller now, but I know who you are. You’re Iron Belt Hawking’s son.”

      “Daymond, put her in the transport.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Your father was a good man!” she snapped. Daymond grabbed her arm, but the woman twisted away. Her hair fell into her face as she spat the words. “He would be ashamed of you now, hunting down your own. Becoming one of them.”

      I refused to reply. It wasn’t the first time a member of my clan had recognized me, and it wouldn’t be the last.

      “Sir?” the boy asked next to me.

      I’d forgotten about him. “What?”

      He winced at my tone but seemed to gather his courage. “Um, what will happen to us?”

      I glanced at Tama, but he chose this moment to stand and walk away, flipping the screen up on his techband as if calling someone. With a heavy sigh, I leaned against the transport. Kids were the worst. I could handle hysterical mothers and angry, fist-throwing fathers—but when they dragged children into this stuff, nothing good came of it.

      “Look, kid, I doubt we’ll even catch the rest of your family. Your clan members will probably hide them before we get there. That’s what usually happens.”

      The boy shook his head. “No. We can’t be separated. Mama said we have to stay together.” He paused. “Was she right? Are you really a Hawking?”

      I yanked the transport door open and motioned to the boy. He hesitated before stepping in and settling onto the oversanitized plastic seat. Parents didn’t know everything. They meant well, but there was a lot they couldn’t control. It was about time this kid learned that lesson. “I was, once,” I said and slammed the door shut.

      It wouldn’t take him long to grow up. NORA would make sure of that.
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      My stepfather always complained that our unit was too small, even though it was bigger than most high-density blocks. But tonight I had to agree with him.

      Konnor’s voice wafted in through the vent, angry and loud. “I’m telling you, it’s a mistake!”

      “I thought so too,” Lanah said. “But the official quashed that theory pretty decidedly. Poor Treena.”

      “Poor Treena? The timing of all this is just a little suspicious. Do you realize that Councilman Alden’s medical report leaked today? Everyone knows about his heart problem now, and there’s no way he’ll retain his position. I’m next in line, Lanah. Me, a councilman! And then she goes and does this the day before our own Ratings!”

      “We don’t know why this happened, Konnor.” Lanah’s voice was soft.

      “Yes. We do. Your daughter has managed to drag our name through the mud and ruin my career, all in one day.” He paused. “I suppose that’s what I get for marrying a rejected woman with a baby.”

      Anger rose to the surface of my thoughts. Konnor was striking my mother where it hurt the most. He did that often when he was upset—sometimes with fists, other times with words. But as scary as his temper was, I knew the cold silence that followed was even worse. Those moments of cruel clarity were the true danger. Even Lanah knew better than to defend me now.
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