

  

    Advance Praise for


    The Revealed


  




   




  “Ripe with political intrigue, forbidden romance, and a mysterious group of outsiders who threaten to turn Lily Atwood’s world upside down, The Revealed is a riveting story about love and courage. It’s also a captivating look at a future society where overcoming the odds means finding the power within yourself to become truly extraordinary. Jessica Hickam has written a story that will entrance readers.”


  —Emily Kiebel, author of Serenade




   




  “The Revealed will have you hooked from the beginning. Jessica Hickam has written a thrilling story about love, sacrifice, and fighting for what’s right. This book will surely lead the pack in the next wave of popular young-adult novels.”


  —Lauren Joskowitz, entertainment manager, SheKnows.com




   




  “The Revealed weaves an adventurous tale of true love, deception, and bravery. Along the way, Jessica Hickam captures the beauty—and heartache—of finding your first true love. And, most importantly, finding yourself.”


  —Leesa Coble, BOP and Tiger Beat




   




  “Filled with heart-pounding action and suspense, The Revealed is a vivid exploration of one girl’s fight against the seemingly impossible—and the forbidden love that helps her survive. The adventure will keep readers wanting more. Jessica Hickam is truly a young author to watch!”


  —Neville Page, concept designer, Avatar




  The Revealed




   




   




   




  

    Jessica Hickam


  




   




  

    SparkPress, a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC


  




  

    Tempe, Arizona


  




   




  

    Copyright © 2014 by Jessica Hickam


  




  

    All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever.


  




   




   




  

    Published by SparkPress, a BookSparks imprint,


    A division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC


    Tempe, Arizona, USA, 85281


  




  

    www.sparkpointstudio.com


  




   




  

    Printed in the United States of America.


  




   




  

    ISBN: 978-1-940716-00-8 (pbk.)


  




  

    ISBN: 978-1-940716-01-5 (ebk.)


  




   




  

    Cover design © Julie Metz, Ltd at metzdesign.com


  




  

    Photo illustration © Monica Gurevich


  




  

    Cover photo © Arcangel Images at arcangel.com


  




  

    Author photo © Benny Tecson


  




  

    Formatting by Polgarus Studio


  




   




  

    This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental


  




  

     


    


    


    Dedicated to my sisters, Megan and Sarah.


    Big adventures are waiting for us.


  




   




  

    “Reach for the stars, and if you miss, aim for the heavens.”


    —Unknown


  




   




  

    [image: ]


  




  CHAPTER ONE




  If I’m going to be taken, I plan on having at least a little fun first.




  Sleek and silver with the latest technology, including dent-resistant metal, my father’s Aston Martin is made to drive. The doors recognize DNA and I’m half him, so it’s easy to break inside. I just press my hand against the door. The car needs a moment to analyze, then lifts the door, allowing me to slide into the driver’s seat. I toss the still-sealed letter onto the passenger seat.




  There’s no need to open it. I know what it is.




  The car’s ignition can either be started with fingerprint recognition or overridden by the key. I took the keys from the shelf by the front door while my mother wasn’t home earlier this morning.




  I shift gears and press my ballet flats on the gas, not wasting any time.




  The odometer climbs higher as the car smoothly accelerates.




  The sensor in the car’s front mirror triggers our gate, and it opens just in time for me to speed through. Let security try to track me down now.




  Pulling out onto the main road, I press my foot to the floor, going well over the speed limit.




  I glance in my rearview mirror.




  Security doesn’t stand a chance!




  My eyes return to the road.




  Strategically placed, black SUVs block my path to the freeway. My lungs constrict, forcing the air from my chest. Somehow they’re already one step ahead of me.




  I grip the wheel.




  I’m driving too fast.




  My foot hits the brake.




  Tires sear the road.




  Adrenaline spins through me as I brace the wheel, keeping the car straight.




  My knuckles tighten. I feel the road beneath me slipping under my feet.




  The Aston slams to a stop, throwing me up against the wheel. The first SUV is only inches in front of me. Relief fills me but is quickly erased by mounting frustration.




  I rip off my seatbelt, stomping out of the car.




  Jeremy, head of my father’s security, stands at the front of the line. There are half a dozen other members of security lounging against the cars as they wait for me to arrive. They straighten to a standing position once I storm toward Jeremy.




  Jeremy’s lips are carved into a thin line. He looks like he’s expecting me to barrel into him and continue running down the road. “Did that scare you enough to get these insane ideas out of your system?”




  “You could have made me crash!” I advance on him.




  “Good thing you were paying attention then,” Jeremy says, opening the backdoor of the SUV. I hand over the Aston’s keys and slump inside. The smell of the black leather reminds me of past trips to speeches and conventions. My father used to let me pick the music on the touch screen positioned in the side-door panel, anything I wanted, while my mother would chastise me for turning it up too loud. But my father would just laugh and tell her to let me be a kid. I feel like a kid now more than ever, and it’s a hard reminder that I don’t get to make significant decisions. Especially when it comes to my life. It has already been laid out for me.




  Jeremy tosses the Aston’s keys to one of the security guards standing behind him. He’ll drive it back into the garage. “You’re gonna get yourself killed if you keep pulling these stunts,” he continues his lecture.




  “Either I do it or The Revealed does,” I say as he slams the door, trapping me securely in the back.




  Two hundred fifty-two days until I’m nineteen. If I make it until then.




  Jeremy is about ten years older than I am, a war vet who came to my family’s rescue a few years ago and quickly advanced to the head of our security. He keeps his dark hair short and holds himself stiffly, marching around doing his job. Most of the time he’s assigned to watch after me. It used to be kind of a joke. I would see the challenge in his eyes, daring me to find a way to outsmart him. Now he just looks bored, tired of my escapades.




  My parents are rarely home these days. They apparently don’t have time to supervise their eighteen-year-old only child.




  Jeremy opens the door and sits behind the wheel. “How did you know I left?” I ask.




  “The cameras caught you taking the keys this morning,” he says. He pinches the bridge of his nose and then runs his fingers over his eyebrows. This is all business to him, and it’s been a long day on the job.




  “Right,” I sigh and cross my arms over my chest.




  From the front seat, Jeremy turns to glare at me before he starts the car. “You know, you could try listening to your parents for once. They’re trying to save your life.”




  “No one has ever been saved once The Revealed choose a target.”




  “No one targeted has ever been the presidential nominee’s daughter before.”




  I roll my eyes and look out the window so I don’t have to argue anymore. Not that there’s much of a view, just trees and grass. Capitol City once had giant cherry trees—thousands of them, all with light-pink flowers in place of leaves at certain times of the year. My father used to take me to the park when we took our regular trips to Washington. I would decorate my hair with the petals. People cut the trees down when the war first started. It was a message of isolationist action, my father always said since the trees were originally gifts from abroad. Not a very effective message. Now, there’s only a monotonous green.




  The drive home is short; I’d made it less than a mile. I watch sullenly as Jeremy punches in the gate code, and the tall wrought iron gate splits. The bars may be twisted into a pretty pattern, but the metal doesn’t fool anyone. It’s at least twice my height and equipped with a security camera and alarm. Once that gate is closed, no one is getting past. I’m not sure if it’s to keep The Revealed out or keep me in.




  Jeremy waves to the guards on duty at the entrance station as the car passes through.




  Our house is laid out on thirty acres. The gate continues all around the property. Cameras are positioned at every entrance and more dot the landscape like decor. There is always someone in the control room watching the footage.




  This house is more like a castle than a home. It was built specifically for my father after the war, with over twenty rooms, two kitchens, fifteen and a half bathrooms, a ballroom, two pools, and a guest house around the side of the property. Jeremy lives in the guest house—one of the perks to being head of my father’s security team.




  This isn’t home to me. My home was back in our small three-bedroom house in Oro Valley, Arizona where I was born. I loved that house. Living there was the last time I felt at home. We moved shortly after my father was elected to the Senate when I was eight into a house that was more suitable for someone of his stature.




  I know it’s selfish of me to be ungrateful for this mansion. Selfish of me considering the vast majority of the population now works in the factories and lives in studio apartments—struggling day to day, barely able to make ends meet. I know nothing of working twelve-hour days. I look at my ballet flats and picture them covered in tar. Even the thought of the thick, burnt scent makes me turn up my nose. My house was built on the opposite end of town from the factories on purpose.




  I should be grateful, but this house is too big and spread out for the three people who occupy it. My mother hired an interior decorator, of course, and most of the rooms are kept impersonal and bland with ruffles and silk to hide the fact that no one ever uses them.




  Jeremy escorts me through the door, catching my arm as I trip over one of the new chair deliveries. I walk inside and ignore my mother fuming in the entry, tapping her foot on the Italian tiles. Her eyes burn but her face is smooth. She wouldn’t want to cause any brow lines.




  Men move around me, bringing towering flower arrangements through the door behind me. “Just put them over there,” she says, waving at the ballroom entrance. I duck past, hoping the deliveries will distract her.




  I hear the click of her heels as she marches after me. “Just what do you think you were doing taking your father’s car like that?” She’s holding a shuffle of papers but has decided my escape attempt warrants an interruption from her party planning.




  I respond by handing over the unopened black letter I’m holding. “This is what I was thinking.” With that, I continue up the stairs. My mother follows me, but I don’t turn around, not stopping until I reach the back of my bedroom. The entire wall is glass, including the doors. Outside is my balcony. The piece of tape still hangs on the pane where I found the note. It was fixed so you couldn’t miss it.




  It isn’t the first note I’ve received. In fact, I’m starting to build quite a collection of them.




  I turn around and see my mother staring down at the note. Her face is pale.




  On the back of the envelope, just under the seal, is a small, silver symbol. It’s an open circle that continues around and up with one swift line to create a lick of flame at the top. The circle is dashed through with two lines, slicing it into four pieces.
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    Soon


  




   




  One word written in bold silver letters in the middle of the note. No name. A name isn’t necessary. We both know who sent the letter.




  My mother is beautiful—tall and slender with fair skin, bright-blue eyes and deep chestnut hair that matches my own. She has this observant look behind her gaze. She never misses a beat—though I really wished she would, at least occasionally. She scans the letter, and I can see fear transform her face.




  “Keeping me locked in this house won’t keep me safe,” I tell her, leaving the room to escape her terse gaze.




  My mother, still staring at the note, turns and leaves the room, presumably to show the latest threatening evidence to Jeremy.




  The letter is from The Revealed. Their notes started arriving four months ago on my eighteenth birthday. They’re taunting me with their warnings. It’s a game to them, and posting these letters is the way they prove they’ve already won.




  It doesn’t matter that my parents live on thirty gated acres, with security patrolling twenty-four hours a day. Forget the security system that sends an alert every time a window is so much as tapped or a door nudged. The cameras around the premises shouldn’t even be wasting electricity, because they never catch anything on video that’s useful. And they’ve vetted everyone who works for us so many times it’s become a monthly routine.




  No, The Revealed slip through every time, and yet I’m still ordered to stay locked inside this house for “my safety.”




  No one can keep me safe.




  The kidnappings started less than a year after the war ended and have continued for the past five years. There are over four hundred missing now. All of them eighteen when they were taken, and none of them ever seen again. They’re called the Taken Eighteen. No one knows why The Revealed are kidnapping teens, only that once the teens are gone, they don’t come back. There’s something weird about The Revealed, too. They have this ability—this way of making things happen that no one can explain. They’re able to make trees fall and lights flicker out. That’s why they call themselves The Revealed. Because they have some understanding of how the world works that no one else does. They’re able to tap into this somehow and abuse it to ruin the harmony our new nation is struggling for.




  A lot of people think the Taken Eighteen are dead. It’s a good possibility. What would an organization of any kind be doing with four hundred teenagers? Parents say having one is hard enough.




  I think there’s more to it than just a killing spree. The Revealed are too smart. There’s some higher aim here than slaughtering innocent people. They just have yet to clue the rest of us in on their motives.




  But what do I know?




  Not much, it seems, because everyone around me insists on telling me how to run my life. Since turning eighteen, I haven’t really been allowed to leave the house. My parents hired tutors who come to keep me occupied throughout the day. My schedule is strict. My parents are one of the “lucky” couples that are rich enough to justify locking their daughter indoors for a year. Between our mansion-sized house and my father’s reputation, it’s expected. Most parents with eighteen-year-olds view them as a prime labor force and send them to the factories out of sheer desperation.




  My father wants to see this changed. I mean, so does the rest of the world, but he seems to be the only one with a vision and the right amount of charisma to carry the idea. It’s why he’s a good politician. He’s been vital during the reconstruction process following the war. His military background makes him the perfect candidate to step up to the plate in the country’s time of crisis. He’s big on reorganizing the states and allowing them to keep their democratic rights. People like hearing that in a time where everything they own—including their liberty—is at stake.




  We’ve been reduced to the trembling sliver of colonies that was our nation’s beginning. The wastelands start just east of the border between Louisiana and Texas. The boundary line extends north, slicing between Tennessee and Arkansas, snaking up through the middle of Kentucky and Ohio, and ending in the center of New York. Everything west of the line is uninhabited. Sure, there are rumors that some drifters float past the line, never to be seen again. But the attacks came from the west, and pushed farther and farther inland until the East Coast was all that was left of the once-great nation.




  Again, I was lucky. When the attacks began, my father was on congressional business in DC. My mother and I were with him like usual. If we’d been at our home in Arizona, we wouldn’t have survived the first attack.




  Now my father is running for president, asking these newly reformed little areas along the East Coast to vote for him in the first election since the war.




  It’s hard to believe that six years have already passed since that day when the ground came alive and the sky fell. Today, the clear, blue skies mingled with wispy clouds are a sight I thought I’d never see again. For months after the war, the sky was a pitiful shade of gray. It was like being trapped in limbo. Either humanity would crumble, or we would find a way to pick up the pieces. That gray sky hung over our heads, pushing down on us, taunting us with the helplessness we all felt.




  During the war, no place was safe. My parents had considered sending me to Barcelona or Stockholm, since they had trusted friends in both places. Good thing they didn’t. There wasn’t a country on this planet that was left unscathed. The District of Columbia was considered a prime target for violence, but my father refused to leave. He said he had a duty to protect his country. He wouldn’t abandon it in its time of need. And he didn’t. Put that on the posters.




  When the war ended, Americans were scattered. People became nomads. There were always hopeful rumors that certain areas were free from the bombings. People would evacuate on foot with dreams of finding a safe paradise. That wandering existence went on for years. But slowly, as it became clear the destruction was over, people began to set down roots again. Cities attracted people, and DC is now the most-populated of them all. So much so that the previous infrastructure couldn’t support the masses. Apartments were raised, stacked like LEGOs on top of one another until they towered in the sky. At least most everyone has a bed.




  No one—least of all my father—knows what to expect with this election. All he has is hope and a handful of dreams on his side. His opponent, a man named Roderick Westerfield, has radical beliefs—he’s an isolationist and pro-military, spouting radical ideals about the importance of protecting our state at any cost via law and order. Only votes will tell which one the public prefers.




  I walk onto the veranda and breathe fresh air, ignoring the men draped across the overhang installing chandelier lights. Immediately two security guards close in, their eyes trained on every move I make.




  “Don’t worry guys,” I say, “I’m not going to leave the house. I just need some air.”




  I’m under house arrest until my birthday next year, unless The Revealed take me first. I’m betting on The Revealed. With all the inky black notes I’ve been receiving, my odds of making it to nineteen don’t look good. But I’ve accepted it—come to terms with the prospect, unlike most of my peers. It isn’t like I’m really doing much living here anyway.




  I lean over the railing and take a deep breath.




  “Lilith?” my mother calls.




  I hate when anyone calls me that, but especially my mother. It’s Lily to everyone else. Always Lily. I clench my teeth, “Yes?”




  “Mr. Shieh is here for your history lesson,” she says, her voice rising to my room from downstairs.




  By history, she means politics. By lesson, she means brainwashing session. Mr. Shieh doubles as an advisor to my father’s campaign. His instruction leans heavily to one side. It’s the side my parents want me to adhere to. Little gems of information like states should make their own decisions. Our Founding Fathers wanted the central government to have less control, and the people to have more say. The government should provide healthcare and education to all and use taxes to further these causes.




  The lesson today is lost on me, though. It isn’t exactly a typical day, not that I usually have trouble drowning out Mr. Shieh’s declarations of democracy. But the house is buzzing with life. There are people everywhere. It’s why I chose today to try and leave. I thought maybe the cameras would miss me slipping out in the midst of the commotion.




  Only two days from now, my family is hosting a celebration at our estate to honor the anniversary of the war’s end and recognize and appreciate our progress as a nation since that moment. At least, that’s how the invitation reads. While August 6 is the sixth anniversary of the war’s ending, it also means there are only about three months before the election. It’s a win-win situation. My father hosts the party, and gains support and positive press all in one night.




  Electrical crews hustle in and out, hanging lights. Delivery personnel bring in flower arrangements. Chairs and tables are ushered in.




  My father is out of the city on the campaign trail until the night of the celebration. I haven’t seen him in two weeks. The election keeps him busy, and the only reason to be excited for this event is because it means he’s coming home. This house always feels better when my dad’s here. He asks my opinion about his campaign. He wants me to edit his speeches. He cares about what I think. He’s the only one who seems to care about my opinions. My mother just wants me to keep my mouth shut and look like a lady. She’s always worried I’ll embarrass her.




  After my lessons, I glance down over the railing to see my mother marshaling the press around her, arms gesturing in graceful, fluid motions, like a conductor. She’s allowing them to cover all the setup activity to give audiences just a taste of what attendees at this spectacular event can expect.




  “Press will be stationed here in the foyer, so you can get interviews with the guests as they arrive.”




  She leads them into the ballroom, which is on the west side of the house. It’s a breathtaking room with gold fixtures and rustic Italian tiles. It’s two stories tall. The second floor is open so guests can look down on the dance floor and orchestra. Large Grecian-style pillars support the second-floor balcony and decorate the room, providing a gazebo-like setting indoors.




  “And over here is where the orchestra will play.” She sweeps a hand toward the corner. “It’s the local symphony and they are absolutely marvelous. An open bar will be located near the kitchen, over here. We all know how politicians get when champagne is offered,” my mother says, laughing lightly and bringing her hand daintily to her chest. “I’m kidding of course.”




  The reporters chuckle along with her, passing each other looks like, Isn’t she just the greatest?




  One reporter extends her phone, which she’s using as a recorder. “Can you tell us what the campaign’s been like for your family? Has it been trying?”




  My mother’s smile doesn’t quite reach her eyes. She’s annoyed at the reporter’s too-eager stance. Must be someone new.




  “Of course it has its moments,” she says and smiles, “but what job doesn’t? My husband and I have devoted our lives to serving our country. It’s all we know how to do, and we wouldn’t want anything else.” She goes in for the kill. “We know the nation feels the same.”




  The journalists all nod in agreement. They are an elite group of nationally syndicated reporters chosen for this tour. They’ll all repay the favor by talking graciously about my family. Not that they don’t normally anyway. My father led the efforts to make television media possible again. These reporters all owe him their jobs. Jobs like theirs are considered rare—a real luxury in our current world. They won’t soon forget his work on their behalf.




  My mother takes them outside and even leads them around the gardens. She shows them the rows of plush chairs being stationed where the fireworks show will close out the evening. She then shepherds them to the parking lot—that’s right, my house has a parking lot, and says goodbye.




  She walks back into the house and her mousy event planner, Charlotte, flits around her, checking the RSVP list. My mother holds out a hand. Charlotte purses her lips and scrambles, handing my mother a stack of formal, sealed envelopes. They look like fancy wedding invitations. My mother sighs and paces across the floor. Charlotte follows closely behind holding the invite list. The soft click of my mother’s heels echo through the foyer.




  “Rogers?”




  Charlotte scans the list. “He has confirmed.”




  “Hayes?”




  “She is also confirmed.”




  “Jacobson?”




  Pause.




  “He’s not on the list.” Charlotte waits behind my mother.




  My mother’s eyes narrow in thought for a moment before she concludes, “Don’t follow up.” She shrugs. “If he doesn’t attend, it won’t hurt the campaign. No one will miss him. But make sure Marg Lancing is on that list. She will bring a lot of support if she backs Mark. I want to ensure her endorsement.” The hint of a confident smile lifts the corners of my mother’s mouth.




  “Yes ma’am.” Charlotte makes a note on her list and then scurries from the room with her task at hand.




  My mother is still perturbed about the incident this morning, I can hear it in her voice as she calls upstairs to me in a strained but ladylike whisper, “Lily, would you mind going to the kitchen to see if they are on track with the menu?”




  “Sure.” I don’t even try to hide the excitement in my voice at the assignment. I move down the stairs, walk through the foyer and down the hall, and turn left.




  The main kitchen isn’t your average kitchen. It’s restaurant-style, bigger than most people’s houses. It’s complete with a walk-in freezer, a cooking line, a head chef, and full staff on duty seven days a week. There’s not just one refrigerator, but a wall of them. Stoves, large enough to cook for thousands, and every other appliance known to man fill the cavernous room. It sits adjacent to the ballroom, with the backup facilities on the other side of the house in a smaller kitchen setup, typically used for staff meals or for big events.




  I spend a lot of time in the kitchens. It’s a good way to stay busy—learning professional cooking techniques while I’m forced to stay inside. The head chef’s name is Ilan Levy. He studied with the best in France for years before coming back to the states. Chefs of his caliber are hard to find after the war, and my mother quickly hired him to take advantage of his talent.




  I walk through the kitchen doors and almost collide with a tray of hors d’oeuvres.




  “Lily!” Rory’s face lights up. She’s an intern in the kitchen. She swings the tray down and turns to me. “Here to get your hands dirty?” She always keeps her long blonde hair fastened back in a ponytail. The lush curls fall across her shoulder. Rory is a tomboy to the core, so I’ve always found her perfect curls to be deceiving. Her sharp brown eyes confirm the fire she holds just under the surface.




  “My mother sent me to check on the status of the preparations for the party.”




  “Well, wash your hands. We have some plates you can help me decorate.”




  “Really? Okay.” I smile, moving to the sink.




  “Please,” Rory says, moving plates off the tray, “you’re a better decorator than I am, babe. Well, almost,” she smirks.




  Rory is my age. She turned eighteen about six months before I did, but she has to work and doesn’t have the means to even try to protect herself against The Revealed. She lost both her parents in the war. She’s one of the lucky ones, though. She found a way to pursue her cooking passion, avoiding factory work. It isn’t easy living, but my father is planning on making a lot of changes during his term. He wants to return the nation to what it once was—a land of promise.




  Rory and I have grown close in the few months she’s worked here. I count her as one of my best friends—actually, she’s one of my only friends. When you aren’t allowed out of your house, it’s hard to maintain friendships with others. My classmates have moved on. The rich ones are planning for college while stuck in their own homes during their eighteenth year, like me. The others are hunting for jobs. I’m the only one waiting to become a Taken Eighteen. No one else I know has received black letters.




  My parents made sure I kept up with my schooling even during the war. They said it was vital I get an education. In fact, rebuilding the nation’s educational system is one of my father’s key campaign messages. After the war, when schools started forming again, I was sent to an elite preparatory school with rich kids and other politicians’ children.




  I miss school. My parents let me finish out my semester in December with the rest of my classmates. But because my birthday was that April, they began homeschooling me in January. I’ve been at home ever since.




  Rory hands me a decorating bag filled with a lemon-pepper mousse, which I begin swirling over the salmon and dill bruschetta. Rory has a bag of her own and works on the other side of the table on a duck rillettet.




  “So anything exciting happen lately?” she asks.




  “Well, I stole my father’s car this morning and tried to make it to the highway.”




  “What?” Rory’s hand tightens, and the cherry-port compote she is plating smooshes across the plate, ruining the dish. She sets down the bag, “Lily, you did not.” She bites her bottom lip and squeals. “Why didn’t you tell me? You’ve failed so many times, you at least have to let me try to help you next time.”




  “Not with your job on the line,” I shake my head.




  “I could meet you somewhere. We can do all those things you want to do—go out to a club, go shopping at a real mall.” She pauses. “Well, I mean, you can shop, I’ll just tag along and pretend I have money to burn.”




  “Yeah right, like my parents give me money,” I say.




  “But you know where they hide it,” she replies, swirling a spoon in the compote, tasting it.




  That’s true. But I don’t know if I’d ever have the guts to take it. My parents gave me the safe code for emergencies only. Still, the idea is tempting.




  “Ooh,” Rory says suddenly, an idea lighting across her chestnut eyes, “We could go to the college. You would love it. So many boys, and all of them are rich and sexy.”




  “You wouldn’t go after a guy just because he’s rich,” I frown at her.




  Actually, I long for the colleges like in the movies, where campuses were filled with diversity and self-exploration. If my father could recreate the system like that, he’d get my vote. As it stands, I’m not sure I want to place a ballot at all.




  She shrugs. “Not all of us can have the future president for a father. We have to hope we marry the future president.”




  “You have no idea what you’re asking.”




  “So where were you planning on running without me?” she asks, pouting.




  I shrug. “Maybe the fields? I’m just tired of it all,” I sigh. “I got another note. It was taped to my bedroom window. I saw it and just lost it. Staying inside isn’t keeping me safe. If anything, it’s like a red flag letting The Revealed know exactly where I am. It’s not like I wouldn’t have come back,” I shrug. “I just wanted to get out for a little bit. I think I at least deserve to see some of the world before The Revealed take me.”




  “Stop it,” she says, and reaches across the table to lightly smack my shoulder, “don’t say that.”




  But it’s true.




  I’m ready to change topics. “So how about you?” I ask. “How’s it going with Coltan?”




  “Ugh,” she scrunches her face. “Over it. We started talking about the election. He’s voting for Westerfield!” she says aghast. “Anyone who isn’t voting for your dad is crazy.”




  I laugh to lighten the fact that her statement is spoken like someone who believes all the propaganda. Sure, my father means well and really wants all the things he talks about for the country, it’s just not going to be that easy. Not by a long shot.




  “Anyway, I met this new guy last week at this restaurant I went to,” she says, “and he asked for my number, so maybe that’ll turn into something. He was cute. But there was also this other guy on Friday. I went to that new club Frost, which is great for meeting guys, I discovered.” She considers that for a moment. “Eh,” she continues, shrugging, “I’ve got options.”




  “I’m jealous,” I admit. A boy named Tristan Olivier once kissed me on a dare when I was thirteen. That’s the extent of my love life. Having a father running for president is deterrent enough. Being locked in my own home seals the deal.




  “You’ve only got eight more months of this staying-inside crap and then I’ll take you out!” Rory promises, a wild child at heart. “The second you turn nineteen!”




  “Done.” I say, though it feels like a lie when my mind floats back to the note on my window.




  “What are you two doing?” Ilan says, balancing a large tray on his belly and shuffling around to the refrigerator. “Rory, are you getting Lily into trouble again?”




  “Always!” she sings, adding another dollop of cherry compote to the top of the rillettetes.




  Ilan drops the tray and comes to inspect our work. He rolls up his sleeves, displaying arms covered in tattoos. He places his hands on his hips, red face peering at our plates. “Lily, I should hire you on as part of the staff.” Ilan admires my appetizer through keen brown eyes. The bright-yellow lemon-pepper sauce dots the tray in an intricate pattern. “At least while you’re stuck in here.”




  “Why, so my parents can pay me, chef?”




  “Well, someone should.” He grabs one of the metal pans off the rack. “Although with you two talking so much in here, your speed is lacking. We only have today to prep the amuse bouche. I’ve barely started on the entrées. Rory, as soon as you’re done with those rillettetes, make sure they’re back in the cooler.”




  “Of course, chef,” she says and nods.




  My mother walks through the door. “Lilith.” She looks at me expectantly and adds, “What’s going on? I thought you were going to come back and tell me how things were going.”




  “They’re great!” I hold up the decorating bag.




  “Yes, well, come on,” she says, motioning for me. “We don’t have time for that. You have your final dress fitting.”




  My lips curl into a frown.




  Rory laughs. “I’ll go if you want.”




  “Wish I could trade you,” I say, but follow my mother.
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  CHAPTER TWO




  To me, being targeted by The Revealed seems like having terminal cancer. At first, you’re devastated. You want to fight, claw at every possible escape. There’s anger and frustration at not having any control. You try anything to get out. But at the end of the day, the cancer keeps growing. Just as the black notes keep coming. Eventually, you realize it’s a losing battle. You want to fight, but it isn’t a war you can win. Whether it’s terminal cancer or The Revealed, they’ve already won. There’s nothing left to do but enjoy the time you have. I’ve accepted it. My parents have not. They’re clinging to every scrap of hope they’ve got. Even though the outcome is so obvious.




  Most kids don’t face this fight. I’m the only one I know who’s ever received letters from The Revealed. For most rich eighteen-year-olds, the year inside has become a rite of passage, a step into adulthood. They succumb to their house as a prison because they know there will be years of life on the other side. Sure, no parent wants to see their kid go through this, and no kid wants to turn eighteen. But for most kids, the odds of actually being taken are slim. The Revealed have become as much a cautionary tale as a reality. Most eighteen-year-olds don’t really have to face their fear of dying. They most likely won’t be taken and the time spent indoors is fleeting, so it’s endurable.




  I know my eighteenth year is also fleeting. But not because I will soon turn nineteen. Because The Revealed will come for me. And that will be the end of life as I know it, whether they kill me or not.




  It makes the pomp my parents insist on all the more ridiculous.




  My mother sits in her favorite plush chair while I stand on a raised platform in my ball gown for tomorrow night. Gold and plush, the dress corsets my body, pulling everything into tight, womanly lines. When it reaches my hips the dress explodes in silk and ruffles, the fabric draping like a curtain to the floor. The seamstress floats around me, tacking on little flowery details as she goes, completing the effect of the dress.




  I’m a cupcake.




  I glance over at my mother to gauge her reaction, but she’s got a newspaper covering her face. On the front page is a boy with dark hair hanging in his eyes, framing his sharp face. Bright green-and-gold eyes peek up at the camera, bemused, as he wades through the press. He’s in a crowd with his friends, smirking against the camera flashes. He’s holding a girl’s hand. Two more boys stand around him. One of them has an arm extended to keep the paparazzi at bay, bulging biceps warning against any attempt to get too close.




  I know them all. We went to school together. They were a year ahead of me. Most kids just pretended like I didn’t exist. But Roderick Westerfield’s son Kai, the dark-haired boy in the photo, was the worst.
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  My mind flits back to preparatory school, the day the presidential candidates were announced almost a year and a half ago. I already knew and so did most of my classmates, but the official word from Congress sealed my fate.




  I was in the auditorium, sitting on the indoor wooden bleachers that were raised at least ten stacks deep. My classmates surrounded me in that awkward shuffle of cliques that haunted teens even after the war.




  Kai Westerfield and his friends sat in one corner, talking and laughing. He was so carefree. He wore his uniform without the required tie and kept a few buttons of his shirt undone. It was just the right amount of practiced dishevelment. The girls in the group had hemmed their skirts well above their knees so they had to sit with both their legs to one side to keep from showing the world what was underneath. As if giving people a sneak peek wasn’t the point.




  I wasn’t the only one stealing glances at the group. Kai Westerfield was considered the North American Sector’s most-eligible bachelor, and he wasn’t even of legal age. All the girls in the auditorium were glancing at him, hoping to catch his attention.




  He, on the other hand, kept his arm draped around a busty blonde who was splayed across his lap. I don’t even remember her name now. Just his arm candy of the week. She kept nibbling at his ear. He allowed it without giving her so much as a glance. This made her pouty. When she curled her bottom lip and had the nerve to speak to him, he pushed her from his lap. She smacked onto the wooden bleachers and huffed, open-mouthed at Kai, but didn’t have the nerve to call him out.




  Kai didn’t even glance in the girl’s direction.




  Another girl, this one auburn-haired, reached out an arm and placed it just above Kai’s knee. She stared hungrily at him. He gave her a fleeting look before ignoring her, too.




  I glanced at him only for curiosity’s sake. Didn’t he feel the same pressure I always did to uphold his family’s reputation? The auburn-haired girl ran her hand farther up Kai’s leg.




  He and I had the power to ruin our parent’s careers if we chose. How did he keep that worry from his expression? I felt like it always weighed mine down—like my eyes would shine brighter if only I didn’t fret so much about the opinions of others.




  Jeremy silently waited for me at the auditorium door. My parents had authorized clearance for him to attend all of my classes. He spent every weekday watching over me, standing outside the doors of my classrooms.




  There was a reason people kept their distance from me.




  My professor played the news for the school and we watched. Well, I tried to watch as lead anchor Riley Fisher made the announcement standing outside the Capitol Building. He kept the suspense for as long as possible before revealing the contenders.




  Mark Atwood and Roderick Westerfield would vie against one another in the first presidential election since the war.




  No one was surprised. But this was the official announcement. Before, it could be waved off as friendly speculation. Now the election and my father’s involvement were strikingly real.




  My eyes immediately returned to Kai, who was receiving high fives and pats on the back from his friends. They were whooping and laughing, causing quite a ruckus. One boy, Kai’s best friend Micah, even held up Kai’s hand and shouted, “Future First Son!”




  I sank down on the bleachers, trying not to look at the other students who were staring at me.




  Kai could have the title, for all I cared.




  One girl in my class, a little blonde named Keira who had always been friendly enough, put a hand on my shoulder. “It won’t be so bad,” she grinned encouragingly. Her father was a neurosurgeon, some kind of scientist at the Pentagon or someplace. She had no idea.




  I peeked over my shoulder, and my gaze caught Kai’s. For just a moment we looked at each other. Was he remembering those days in California, too? Our families used to meet at a beach house in Malibu every summer. I was seven, Kai just eight. We were friends, in the sense that we ran around outside together, making sand castles and collecting seashells.




  My throat caught as I thought about our family dinners beside the fireplace. My mother would be chopping leaves for a salad, Kai’s mother making strawberry shortcake for dessert. And my father and Roderick Westerfield would be throwing hamburgers and hotdogs on the grill. Kai and I would occupy ourselves at the table. I would set the plates down neatly, and he would follow behind me, rearranging them until I got angry.




  It was simple then. Things made sense. Sure, our fathers had different political opinions, but they were friends. They still found enough common ground to appreciate one another.




  Then Kai’s mom died during the war. And Roderick Westerfield became a different man. A vengeful man. Harsh and hard. There were rumors that during the war, he had killed men with his bare hands when he and Kai needed food. Not that those rumors were rare. People became desperate when they hadn’t eaten in weeks. But with Roderick Westerfield, it was different somehow. Darker. Not born out of desperation but desire. As if he had to prove to the world that he was top of the food chain, most powerful of them all. It wouldn’t surprise me if the rumors about Westerfield were true. You just knew with a glance at him that he wasn’t a man you wanted to make angry.




  Part of me pitied Kai, but he was growing up to be just like his father. It was difficult to feel sorry for someone once they were capable of making their own decisions. I watched the auburn-haired girl’s hand creep even higher until it made me blush to keep watching. It was more difficult by the day to sympathize with him.




  By the time Kai and I found our way to prep school, we hadn’t talked to one another for years. We were strangers. He had his jock friends, and I had parents who were grooming me for an election.




  He loved being the center of attention. He had a different girl on his arm every week, model types who fawned after him. He was the son of a powerful man, and that attracted a certain desperate type of girl. He played into it though, and played them, going through almost every girl in our school.




  I avoided him, not interested in his games or the show he put on for attention. I hid from the spotlight while he reveled in it, squeezing out all he could.




  Our mutual gaze in that auditorium ended quickly. But the memories of that beach and our families still made my heart twist. Not with longing, but with sadness for things lost.




  As the bell rang, I piled my books under my arms and bolted from the room, slipping past Jeremy and not giving him time to follow. I hid under the bleachers outside and cried.




  I thought the spot I’d found was safe, but quickly learned otherwise as voices drew near.




  My cries dried in my throat. I sank deeper into the shadows, huddled amongst the dust and spider webs. Feet clanked against the stair treads. Two voices carried from above.




  “I mean, it’s pathetic really,” one boy said. It sounded like Micah.




  And then Kai spoke, and I knew I’d heard right. “She just thinks she’s too good for all of this. Did you see how she ran from the auditorium?”




  There was a snipping sound as they fired a light. Then I smelled the smoke from the cigarettes as it wafted through the crevices in the bleachers. They were smoking between classes, which was not allowed but a lot of the students did it anyway.




  “I mean, everyone knows she’s the biggest snob at the school. And in a school full of snobs, that’s saying something. Look at you, your dad’s running for president too and you still have friends.”
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