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PROLOGUE
 
                 
 
    
 
   We don’t have proof of what happened. All we have are the stories that we’ve passed down in the sixty-seven years since the Blackout. Things told and retold in the dark. From everything I’ve heard, this is what I believe.
 
   In 2015, part of the sun erupted and shot a massive solar flare toward Earth. As a kid, listening to the stories, I always imagined the flare as an enormous ball of red flames speeding through outer space toward our planet. We didn’t stand a chance. When the flare hit, it short-circuited all satellites and power grids—everything—and every light in the world went out. All yellow windows turned black at exactly the same time. 
 
   My grandmother, Skye Andrews, was six years old when the Blackout struck. It hit in the dead of night. All electronics—televisions, computers, phones—were instantly useless. Then came the terrifying chill. Temperatures plummeted everywhere until the air felt like ice. The next morning, the sun didn’t rise. With quivering hands over their open mouths, Skye’s parents huddled in front of their windows, shivered, and gaped. Jet-black clouds covered an ash sky. The whole world looked gray, and daylight was so dim that Skye felt like a shadow. 
 
   All hell was about to break loose. 
 
   Panic exploded, and government everywhere was silent. They didn’t say a goddamn word. I don’t care if they were stranded—or scared, or unable to reach anyone out of earshot—they didn’t do anything, and they should have. They should have kept order when people started to steal and fight each other like monsters. 
 
   After two months of hell, there was a wall. Out of nowhere, this wall. A giant barrier running from east to west across the middle of the nation, and it still stands here today. Its gray concrete surface towers over fields and cities, marked at every mile by gates no one has ever seen open. The gates look like massive doors: impenetrable, titanium. 
 
   My grandfather, Leiter Troublefield, first saw the wall through gaps between the boards on his window. His townhouse in Washington, DC—now my home—is just a hundred yards away from it. That day, for hours, he watched small crowds gather by its base. Everyone looked to everyone else for answers, but no one on this side of the wall—the south side—knew why it was there or how it had come to be. They weren’t told anything. Leiter said some people bowed to the wall, believing it was a miracle sent by God. Others scoured the cracks between concrete blocks with their fingertips, and some ran dead away in fear. 
 
   Over time, people on this side of the wall resigned themselves to the new reality. Days would be wretched and dim. The four seasons would be undifferentiated and cold. Filled with too much snow. Most days were devoted to surviving: hunting, making fires, boiling water over open flames, and searching for things to use. After a few years, people on this side stopped considering themselves part of the United States of America and, through word of mouth, gave their territory a different name: the Dark Zone. Virginia became known as Dark Virginia and DC became Dark DC. We got the title DZs. We named the wall the Frontier. 
 
   Then—the plagues came. Four years after the Blackout, they hit one right after the other. Leiter was kept inside, but he heard about the outbreaks from his parents. His mom said DZs had started moving further south or west for country air, but the Troublefields wouldn’t budge. “Not us,” she said firmly, and Leiter’s father agreed. They wanted to honor their home and their heritage—and stay. 
 
   All along, the Frontier towered indifferently beside the Dark Zone. Leiter and Skye met when they were both thirteen, and for a while, they didn’t know whether life was better on the other side. Then the answer to that question became clear.
 
   They were sitting next to each other on his porch when it happened. They were both my age, about sixteen. The plagues had been gone for a few years, and people no longer avoided touching in the Dark Zone. Holding each other’s hands and resting their feet on the front steps, they both saw a sudden bright glare from beyond the Frontier. Gazing at the light, they were mesmerized. Mystified. They searched the yellow glow in the distance for some sort of clue—a hint, a sign, or anything that would help them understand—until slowly it dawned on them that they were staring at electricity. 
 
   Their hearts stopped in their throats and time stood still as they waited for the Dark Zone to light up, too. Any second, they kept thinking, but nothing changed. Darkness remained on their side of the Frontier. That’s when they finally understood what the Frontier was for: to keep them out. To keep everyone in the Dark Zone out. The United States must have found a way to restore power, and there wouldn’t be enough for everyone anymore. Leiter and Skye realized that Americans had built the Frontier to contain electricity in the northern half of the country. And DZs would stay in the dark. 
 
   Easies. What Easies. That’s what we call the people on the other side, because their lives are easy. We still don’t know how they live, but they have the electricity, so details don’t matter. Life with power must be better than life with nothing. DZs haven’t fought each other since the day light was restored in America, because that’s when we realized who the real enemy is: the Easies.
 
   Now, more than six decades after the Blackout, we still struggle to survive in the Dark Zone. I’m tough, and I’m smart, and it’s still not easy. Every day, we see hints of lives we can’t have and then fall asleep hungry. Cold. There have been no successful attempts at government, and our world is as grim and gray as ever. We’d use wind power or coal—or anything that worked—but the plagues left us with too few people to fix the transmission lines. Or to come up with a better idea. So we live in small numbers. In ruin. In the dark.
 
   This—yes, this—is my world. 
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   I pace back and forth outside her shelter. My boots cut neat tracks into the dustlike layer of snow. As I turn, I check the front door in growing anticipation. 
 
   The door is slightly open. It broke during the lootings and doesn’t close right. No matter how hard I shove it—and I’m strong—a one-inch crack remains between the door and the frame. As always, that space is filled with darkness. 
 
   Star should be here soon. 
 
   I exhale hot air into my gloves and walk another lap. One more turn and I glance at the shelter again, but nothing has changed. Dim twilight barely illuminates the sign above her door, where in faded letters it reads Silk. Before the Blackout, this place used to be a nightclub. I moved her family here from the grocery store three years ago because, hands down, Silk is better shelter. No windows, just two doors. Easier to keep warm. I could have found them a decent apartment, but Star didn’t like the idea. She said apartment buildings felt like cemeteries, and she didn’t want to fall asleep every night imagining the last DZs who lived there. Died there. When she put it like that, I understood. Haven’t brought it up since. 
 
   Footsteps squeak inside the nightclub, and I jerk my head sideways to see one of her red gloves curl around the door. Finally, I stop and smile. Star. 
 
   She stands on the threshold in her favorite orange parka. I found it for her. When she sees me, she ducks her chin shyly into her scarf and smiles back. We don’t move much for the next few seconds. I shove my hands in my pockets and face her from the sidewalk, and she stands quietly in her door. Right now, I just want to look at her. Really look at her. It’s easy to feel invisible down here, spending all of your time in the dark, but I want Star to feel seen. So whenever we meet at her shelter, I take a moment to stare.
 
   Star has wide blue eyes, a small nose, and a round face I can cup in my hands. Her light-brown hair is soft and fine, and it falls straight down her back. She shuffles toward me, meeting my gaze, and I watch her smooth skin glow. Even in the dark, her cheeks just beam. She’s my age, but something about her seems young—or honest, or unguarded. After five years together, I still can’t figure out the right word to describe the rare and tender way that she carries herself. It’s different and special and just…Star. Our eyes stay locked. 
 
   She trips suddenly over her boot strings and I run to catch her tiny frame before she hits the snowy pavement. She’s barely noticed the fall and keeps staring at me. Shaking my head, I help her regain her footing and kneel back down to tie her shoes. 
 
   She can be shockingly careless with herself. Maybe this is what draws me, I don’t know. She’s never taken her own safety—her own needs—seriously. She cares more about other people, and she just loses herself in them. Last night, this almost got her killed. Star was asleep in Silk, safe for the moment, when a gunshot outside woke her up. Then she thought someone screamed. Without thinking, she bolted out of bed and ran toward the noises. Toward them. Didn’t even take the time to put on a real coat or tie her boots. She looked up and down the street, searching everywhere for a wounded DZ, but found no one. Star had wandered halfway to my family’s townhouse before she spotted me toting two raccoons home. She croaked my name and, when I saw her standing behind me in the dark, she was convulsing violently with cold. I mean: no coat. I dropped the raccoons immediately and built an emergency bonfire in the street. Zipping her inside my coat with me, I held her close to the flames. She told me what happened, and I realized she must have heard me shoot and mistaken the animal squeals for screams. As she struggled to tell the story, still shivering, she felt so fragile in my arms—but worse than that, out of her own control.
 
   I stand up. Star tucks her shoulder into my armpit and I feel like I’m whole again. I kiss her old hat, and we start to move in tandem: left boot, right boot, left. After so much time together, our bodies just fit. We stride next to the Frontier and I watch its smooth concrete face pass beside us. Glare from the other side illuminates a shopping cart in the middle of the road, and cold bites my face as we steer around it. I grit my teeth. No one likes walking by the Frontier and being reminded of who holds all the power. 
 
   I turn us away from the Frontier, and we venture into the night. Without any more scraps of light to guide us, I’ve had to memorize the way through the useless streetlamps, abandoned cars. Star and I take this route every night around Dark DC to visit the seven families left. Only twenty-four DZs remain in what used to be a capital, and we visit them every night to remind them that they’re not alone. Star’s idea. She suggested it four years ago and thought she’d make the rounds without me, but of course that was out of the question. She can’t be trusted not to let herself get hurt. I pull my backpack’s straps tighter and together we walk on. 
 
   We slow down outside the Bank of Dark America, where someone spray-painted the word Dark before America on the sign. Star and I step through an empty doorframe onto the bank’s first floor. We trudge past the counter together, passing a decrepit wall lined with shoes, lots of buckets, and a bike, precious these days. Torch and Ember Ford—the only two Fords left—live downstairs in the vault. Like every DZ, they were named after things bright and warm. It’s why my Star Windsong was named Star. And I’m Phoenix. 
 
   We reach the staircase to the basement. It drops down straight and steep. Before we go, I stop Star for a second and look at her. She tucks a wisp of hair behind her ear and turns her face away from me. I pull her chin gently toward me and see her eyebrows knit together in worry. These days, there’s only one thing that worries her: her little brother, Wick. He’s been bedridden with a hacking cough for months now, and we don’t know what he has. Star’s pored over every old medical textbook we could find, and for nothing. She’d be with him right now if her mom didn’t make her get fresh air once a day. I cup the side of her face in my hand and stroke her cheek to let her know that I understand her fear. I want to help her diagnose him—treat him, even—but right now this is all I can do. 
 
   I take her hand as we descend the cold iron stairs. Their vault sits at the bottom behind a large circular door that the Fords always leave open for us. Inside, little crayons burn as candles. Their wax bases stick to mirrors that reflect the light, doubling the brightness they shed. Star and I enter to see Mr. and Mrs. Ford lying on sleeping bags, playing cards. Mr. Ford leans against an upside-down stack of buckets, where a dense clump of crayons burns on top to illuminate the right side of his face. When he sees us, the wrinkles on his forehead deepen in delight. We’re late, I know, but this won’t bother him because Mr. Ford has always enjoyed a small amount of frustration. 
 
   “It’s about time, Phoenix,” Mr. Ford barks when he sees me. A shrewd smirk plays at his lips as he extends an upward-facing palm. I put my hand on top of his in the common DZ greeting. After me, Star does the same. “I almost froze to death waiting.”
 
   “Ha!” Mrs. Ford cackles. “I’d like to see that!”
 
   I laugh quietly. The Fords were both born before the Blackout, and they’ve been together for most of their lives. Mrs. Ford is a sharp, fierce woman who likes to get at her husband. She’s smacked him so many times in the back of the head that he flinches whenever she gestures, but I know they’re still in love. Mr. Ford enjoys the aggravation, and no one survives in the Dark Zone without someone to live for. Fight for. For them, it’s each other. 
 
   “Tell them what you told me,” Mrs. Ford says. 
 
   “What did I tell you?” Mr. Ford asks. 
 
   “The thing about the neighbors! Oh, I’ll just tell them,” Mrs. Ford cries. She turns to us with an expression like she’s got a big secret to share. Her eyes are wide beneath bushy gray eyebrows and her dry lips purse on the brink of revealing something important. Star creeps her hand into my own, and I hold it firmly. “They’re back.”
 
   My stomach drops. Like I said, there are seven families left in Dark DC: the Troublefields, Windsongs, Fords, Campbells, Garcias, Rosens, and Browns. Well, actually, there are eight. I don’t count the eighth because they stick to themselves and travel. When they disappear, we don’t know where they go. We don’t even know their names, but we know they live in the library across from the Fords. The “neighbors.”
 
   “Yes, they are back,” Mr. Ford says thoughtfully, remembering now.
 
   “I just said that!” Mrs. Ford says. Exasperated, she throws her arms up, and her husband watches her in amusement. “Torch was on the first floor about an hour ago, getting the crayons for tonight, when he heard voices in the street. Through the window, he saw all four of them walking back into the library. The woman said, ‘Tonight’s the night,’ as if something big was going to happen.”
 
   “It sounded like something very big was going to happen,” Mr. Ford adds. 
 
   “You’re just repeating what I say!” Mrs. Ford says, throwing her cards at him. He holds his forearm up to defend himself, but he’s grinning.
 
   “So they’re back,” Star murmurs to herself, suddenly looking very pale. The Fords fall silent. I hold Star’s hand tighter. Star has never said it outright—she doesn’t like to talk about herself—but I know how the neighbors scare her. Their strange behavior makes her uneasy. She won’t admit it now, but she definitely doesn’t want to stay here so close to them anymore. It’s time to move on to the next stop, the Garcias. 
 
   “Well, we’d better get going,” I say, helping Star stand. She wobbles slightly and I grab her tight around the waist. Her mind is not here right now. It’s across the street. The Fords both look downtrodden to see us leaving so soon, but I won’t have Star feeling like this if I can avoid it. She takes priority.
 
   “See you tomorrow then,” Mr. Ford says gruffly. 
 
   “Of course,” Star says. She tries to smile, but it comes off distant. I wave a friendly good-bye to them and exit through the vault door toward the stairs. As we ascend, I squeeze her harder to get her out of her head and back into this moment. 
 
   At the top step, she freezes abruptly, and I look down at her to see what’s wrong. She’s staring across the street at the library. I follow her gaze to the neighbors’ window frames, which are a mix of jagged glass, duct tape, and thick blankets. Right now, through the glass parts of the window, a bright and strange light shines: contained like fire, but quiet like the sun. I step warily onto the street with her, confused. None of the other buildings are lit this way. The brightness hurts my eyes, and I look away, back at Star. Her smile is euphoric. And now I understand.
 
   It’s electricity.
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   Mrs. Windsong spent every second with Wick until about three years ago, when he was seven. Dark DC is a mess of old nails, sharp debris, and spontaneously collapsing roofs—all hidden in the dark—so if she hadn’t watched him so much, who knows if he’d still be alive. Intense supervision, for a while, is just the DZ way. 
 
   I was thirteen when Wick’s mom finally let him wander. Right away, he started to follow me everywhere. He’d trudge after me through the snow, stumble over his own boots, and try his very best to keep up. It was hard work for the small boy, but I didn’t slow down. He fell behind quickly on hunts and every so often, when I glanced over my shoulder, he would be nowhere in sight. The white streets would be empty and silent, and for all I knew, he was gone. He would catch up when I lay down in snowbanks to wait for prey, but I never stopped for him.
 
   I didn’t want to make him weaker. He was already short for his age, and he trusted people too damn much. I had to make him tough, or else he didn’t stand a chance. He’d end up face-to-face with a roaming gang or worse and not know what to do. And if anything happened to him, Star would fall to pieces. That’s what I was really worried about: one day, his weakness would tear her apart. So I might have looked cruel, but I was only looking out for the poor kid. I wanted the best for him. The best for Star.
 
   After two years of trying with him, I was getting frustrated that he wasn’t improving. He was still small and clumsy and nice. When he started crying after we shot his first wolf, I just about lost it. If he couldn’t turn himself into a predator, I shouted at him, he was going to wind up as prey. Later that day, I caught him whispering to a tree stump that he thought had a soul, and I felt helpless. Just helpless. Like no matter what I did, Wick was going to love the whole goddamn world and walk headfirst into danger.
 
   Then the worst happened. Last year, Wick started to cough. A sickness took him over, and he’s more fragile than ever now. The more he fades, the more Star suffers, and her pain has been ripping my heart in half. Every time Wick has a bad fit, I end up holding Star for hours and watching her cry. There’s nothing I can do to help anyone. Not Star, not Wick, and not myself. I love them—I have always loved them both—but seeing Wick these days fills me with such frustration that I have to bite my tongue to hide it.
 
   Unlike me, Wick’s spirits haven’t changed. Whenever I visit, he sits himself up and looks at me the same way he always did. Like I’m his hero. I don’t say much, so he just asks me questions. Last night, when I went inside Silk to pick Star up for the rounds, he was awake and we went through the same routine: Where does darkness come from, Phoenix? Do raccoons have feelings, Phoenix? Does everyone die? I couldn’t even look at him, because all I saw was his slow death. Star’s pain. So I stared at the floor instead and gave him short answers. When he had to cough, he tried to muffle it with his sleeve so I wouldn’t hear. I just wanted to leave.  
 
   Star and I spend a lot of time these days just talking about Wick. She doesn’t bring him up—I do, but that’s only because she’s clearly thinking about him. Right now, staring at this electricity, I know Wick must be on her mind again. If I’ve already thought it, then she’s definitely thought it, too: This power might be able to save him. It could keep him warmer than ratty blankets and finally dry out that cough. 
 
   I look at Star. She’s brimming with hope and leaning forward on the balls of her feet. Her pale-white skin gleams in the spillover light, and I notice we’re both holding our breath. Goddammit, it’s here. Electricity is finally here on this side of the Frontier. My fists clench and unclench excitedly because I’m about to experience real power for myself. Tonight, I’m going to find out if warm air has a special smell or taste. As soon as possible, Wick will feel it, too, and I will get him strong, and then Star and I will be better than ever together. 
 
   Starting now. 
 
   We bolt toward the library. A thrill builds in my chest and I’m laughing. Actually laughing. Star and I dash up their steps to the battered door, and I realize why the neighbors have kept to themselves: They’ve been figuring out how to turn on the lights. I peer through the three glass triangles that remain in their door and see the woman arguing with her husband inside. They look like us—dirty faces, thin beneath plush parkas and cargo pants—but these DZs are bathed in light. I want in.
 
   The woman turns to the side and catches my eye. My heart thumps passionately and I wave, but she only sneers in clear contempt. Sneers. Her husband follows her stare and glares at us with equal scorn. Now I’m confused. 
 
   “Leave us alone!” the woman yells. 
 
   I step back, surprised. 
 
   “Go on, get!” the man shouts, waving us away like flies over his meat. They turn back to each other and resume arguing. 
 
   This can’t be happening. The Frontier divides good from evil, right from wrong, and we’re on the good side. DZs are supposed to stick together, but this couple doesn’t want to share. They’re hogging power like Easies, and it’s making me angry. 
 
   “Hey!” I shout. My eyes narrow. I hit the stone column by the side of their door. “You have to let us in!”
 
   “Get iced!” the woman snaps.
 
   I raise my eyebrows in shock. Get iced? We shout that at the Frontier! And no one talks like that to Star. I kick through the glass without thinking and send shards skidding across the floor. The neighboring couple cowers against the back wall. They might look like us, but they’re not true DZs. This power is in the wrong hands, and I’m going to make it mine. 
 
   In the middle of their floor stands one gray metal pole, taller than I am and thick as a tree trunk. On top, a yellow sphere beams bright light in all directions. Warm air rushes into the room through thousands of pinpricks running up the pole, and a steady hum fills the silence. I’m mesmerized, but I can’t get carried away. We’re not safe yet. I survey the rest of the library in the naked light to rule out any threats. Small pats of snow melt in between empty bookshelves. No weapons in sight. The walls around me are wooden skeletons, and a small boy leans dejectedly against one of the beams. His face is red and puffy from crying. 
 
   Star fixates on the boy. Her eyebrows angle up toward each other and she bites her lip, overcome with compassion. In her mind, nothing exists but this boy right now, and it’s in dazes like this that she gets herself in trouble. She kneels next to me, opens her arms, and looks so tenderly at him that he runs straight toward her. He pumps his little arms in his dull navy parka until he lands in her embrace and they hug. He watches me fearfully over her shoulder while she rubs his back. Star whispers calm words into his ear, but we’re not here to make him feel good. We’re here for us, and we’re here for Wick. I’m going to use this little boy.
 
   I wrench him out of Star’s grasp and lift him to sit on my arm. He’s crying again now, pushing my chest away with small fists, but he’s weak and his efforts won’t free him. I turn back to face the couple.
 
   “Please,” the woman says. She holds her hands nervously by her mouth. Her eyes fill with tears. “Don’t hurt my Spark.” 
 
   “How did you get power?” I demand, swiveling Spark behind my far shoulder. 
 
   “Mommy! Daddy! Tell them!” Spark cries.
 
   “We earned it,” the man says firmly. “Don’t hurt our son.”
 
   “Oh yeah? And how did you earn it?” I spit.
 
   “We’re not allowed to tell you,” a new voice growls. A boy about my age in a hooded black jacket walks toward me with a shotgun aimed squarely between my eyes. His broad shoulders are tense, and my stomach sinks when I realize just how big he is. His arms are wider than my thighs. He stops five feet away from me, and I can see his hands aren’t shaking, as if he’s shot at this range before. “Put Spark down, and no one will get hurt.”
 
   “Blaze!” the woman cries with relief. 
 
   Spark cries louder in my arms, and I know my life is at risk. Star tugs subtly on my sleeve, telling me to put Spark down. Out of the corner of my eye, I see she’s still racked by sympathy, and I wonder if she can even hear us anymore. If she’s not careful, she might let herself walk right in front of Blaze’s gun. She tugs harder on my sleeve. I have to get us both to safety.
 
   “Alright,” I say. “We’re going.”
 
   “Not with Spark, you’re not!” Blaze says. 
 
   “Run, Star,” I whisper, but she won’t budge. She just stands next to me staring at Spark, and I clench my jaw in frustration. We’re close to death, and her concern for a complete stranger might get both of us killed. She has to take her safety more goddamn seriously. Our safety. “Star!” I whisper with more force. “Get the hell out of here. Now.”
 
   She still won’t move. Think, Phoenix, think. Do something! 
 
   And at last I have an idea.
 
   “Catch!” I shout. I throw Spark toward Blaze and spin around to dash out the door. My hands grab Star and push her outside to keep her from reaching for the runt herself. Behind us, Blaze drops his gun to catch his brother. We run into the street. Within seconds, Star and I are outside the umbrella of their faint light, out of range and hidden in the dark. My eyes readjust to blackness as Star and I slow to a stop.
 
   I pull her close. She throws her arms around me and hugs me tightly. As if making me feel good right now is the most important thing in the world to her. It’s childish how much she cares, but I can’t be mad at her anymore. Being close to her helps me breathe again, and I can’t help but love her for the same reason she drives me insane: her heart. I look down, cup both sides of her face, and kiss her forehead to say that I’m here. It’s over. I’ll protect you. 
 
   Together, we stride into the night. Blaze can’t chase us now, not in this darkness. His family travels too much to know these streets like we do. Star and I sidestep around a nearly invisible mailbox. We’re safe. Shocked, but safe. 
 
   A bitter taste builds slowly in my mouth as we head back to her shelter. My mind’s eye can’t stop seeing that light. I was in the presence of real power tonight. Goddammit, I was so close! I should have touched the sphere. Palmed it as if it were mine. I still want to know what power feels like—not just to find it, but to own it. Then I’d be able to walk by the Frontier without feeling so goddamn second-rate. I’d be able to look at Star and see her beauty in beaming light. Hell, I could even save Wick’s life. But I can’t do any of that right now because I’m as powerless as ever. 
 
   Star and I are quiet the whole way back. I doubt either of us wants to admit how devastated we are at the way this night has turned out. How close we came to power—and the horrible emptiness at having it slip away. We curve around a pickup truck abandoned in the middle of the street. Its hood is still popped from when DZs stole its batteries. 
 
   Back at Silk, I open the door for Star just a few inches. Any more and it would creak and wake Mrs. Windsong and Wick. This is where we’ll separate for the night. As usual. I pause and gaze into her blue eyes one last time. So beautiful. Still shaken. 
 
   “Will you spend the night?” she asks softly.
 
   My heart leaps. 
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   Star has never asked me to spend the night. Not even in snowstorms. I’ve dropped her off in freezing winds and had to crawl my way home, but that’s Mrs. Windsong’s only rule: Don’t spend the night, Phoenix. No matter what. Star’s always listened to her mom, and I never wanted to come between them, so this is the way it’s been. To invite me now, Star must be much more scared than she seems. 
 
   I take her hand firmly, and we creep inside Silk on tiptoe. The whole first floor is one spacious room made for dancing, apparently. Useless spotlights jut from spiderwebs of iron bars spread across the high ceiling, and creaky stairs lead up to the “VIP Lounge” where Star sleeps with the rest of her family. And now me. Star beckons me after her into the Lounge and together we enter the circular room. An old bar hugs a wall, and one mattress sits in the center. I could’ve gotten them more than one, but Star didn’t want to feel excessive. I indulged her because I figured they’d share body heat better this way. 
 
   On the mattress, in sleeping bags, Mrs. Windsong and Wick curve in C-shaped lumps next to each other. Ready to discover us at any second. Star takes her boots off one at a time, pressing down on each heel with the toes of her other foot. She places them with her backpack on the bar top, and I do the same to respect her home. When she crawls into her sleeping bag, the mattress bends beneath her weight and jostles her family slightly. Watching Mrs. Windsong roll over in her sleep, I almost swallow my tongue. This is worse than being at gunpoint. Star unzips the bag so I’ll be able to fit with her. Every click down the zipper makes me wince. Her hair falls in front of her face, and I’d tuck it behind her ear if I weren’t paralyzed with fear that any second Mrs. Windsong might wake up. Star nods when she’s done, and I slide in next to her. She rests her head softly on my chest and melts in the security of my arms.
 
   “You’re warm,” she whispers. 
 
   You too, Star. And I’d say it out loud, but—your mom.
 
   Her body relaxes as she drifts toward sleep, but I can’t join her yet. Unwilling to let my guard down, I nervously keep the back of my head raised an inch above the mattress. Mrs. Windsong breathes deeply then exhales a small, white cloud. She could wake up right this minute and I’d be doomed. I stare at my backpack to distract myself. The barrel of my rifle—nicknamed Magic—sticks straight out of the top. I always carry it like that to keep my hands free. It lets the butt bounce rhythmically against my back when I walk, so I always know it’s there. I let my head drop slowly, still eyeing my gun. 
 
   Everyone in Dark DC has a weapon of choice, and Blaze pointed his in my face tonight. Took aim. I’ve never pointed Magic at another DZ—well, not a living DZ anyway. Once, and just once, it happened during target practice. I was shooting an old statue when Dad’s arm suddenly reached over my shoulder. He shoved the barrel down, yanked my wrist and squeezed it hard. He told me to have some goddamn respect. This was the Lincoln Memorial. Before the Blackout, it symbolized something good, and I shouldn’t shoot anywhere near here. The man in the statue was one of us. Dad was getting pretty emotional, as if the statue meant a lot to him. Since then, I haven’t aimed at another DZ, real or statue. And I never will. Magic is reserved for big game, practice cans, and our true enemies, Easies. 
 
   I must have fallen asleep, because I wake to the sound of Wick coughing. The air is filled with loud hacking noises that sound wet and painful. Star wriggles her way out of our sleeping bag and curls around him before I can stop her. The mattress bends and I bite my tongue, but at least Wick quiets down in her arms. I turn carefully onto my side and stare at the back of Star’s head in the dark. 
 
   “Did you see Phoenix tonight?” Wick asks her. 
 
   His voice sounds small and helpless, and a pang of sympathy I’m not used to hits me in the gut. I hold my breath to hear Star answer.
 
   “Yes, Wicky,” she whispers.
 
   “I told you not to call me that!” Wick says. He breaks into a brief but agonizing cough, and Star strokes his arm until it’s over. “Star?”
 
   “Yes, Wick?” 
 
   “Has Phoenix ever been sick?” he asks. 
 
   “Everyone’s been sick,” Star whispers.
 
   “Yes, but has Phoenix been sick?” The way Wick emphasizes my name makes me wince. I’ve intruded on a private moment, and now I feel like I’ve done something wrong. Wick lets loose a terrible hack, worse than I’ve ever heard him before. Each cough almost rattles the walls, and my eyes widen in surprise. I had no idea it was this bad. He really has been holding back the worst of his illness from me, and all because he idolizes me so damn much. 
 
   “Of course he’s been sick,” Star whispers.
 
   “But—really sick? Like me?” he asks, sniffling. 
 
   “No,” Star says thoughtfully. “You’re fighting something very big. Not many people have faced anything like this.”
 
   “Really?” he asks.
 
   “Really.”
 
   This answer seems to satisfy him, and they snuggle close together. Wick’s awful cough echoes in my mind, and I realize he is stronger than I thought. He’s managed to hide this from me through months of visits. Made me think I’d seen it all. The time Star and I have spent talking about him now feels completely justified, and I don’t just want to cure him for Star’s sake anymore. I want to save him from this pain.
 
   Wick quiets down again, and I wait in silence for the return of Mrs. Windsong’s light snore. Please, Mrs. Windsong, please be asleep. At the far edge of the mattress, her sleeping bag rustles as if she is about to stand up. I cringe for one tense beat until the rustling stops and her snore finally resumes. I exhale sharply and decide not to stay here and test my luck any longer. I creep out of the sleeping bag, grab my stuff, and tiptoe as fast as I can down the stairs. Gray light pours in through the cracked door, and I jog into the cold.
 
   The route back home takes me by the Frontier. I reach the wall in a couple of minutes and look it over. It’s as grim as ever. Halfway up the towering concrete wall is a horizontal ledge patrolled by Easy guards. We call them Frontmen. They walk back and forth, each stationed a mile apart between the gates. Their patrols started about ten years ago and, as with everything else, we weren’t told why. I can see one now. He wears a dingy green suit and carries the biggest gun I have ever seen. Like all Frontmen, he is deathly silent. He turns on one heel far above me, and I see a tiny white cloud of breath color the air in front of him. 
 
   Still tense, I run my gloved fingertips along the concrete base to calm down. It feels smooth. I pass a section where someone has spray-painted We Are Not Ghosts in black bubble letters bigger than me. Ghosts, I think, shaking my head. We are not Ghosts. Down here, that word is a scathing slur. It comes from the idea that Easies can’t see DZs, but they know that we are here. Calling someone a Ghost is telling him that his life is worth nothing. I’ve never used the word. 
 
   I walk past the humongous G, then the H, still dragging my fingertips through the letters. Instead of an O, someone has spray-painted a giant black arrowhead with two white eyes. That symbol means the Shadows have been here. I shiver.
 
   After the Blackout, class divisions disappeared. Skills meant more than money, and the best survivors were initiated into a new elite: the Shadows. They are the smartest hunters and strongest fighters in the Dark Zone. No one knows how many there are, and I’ve only ever seen a few. They stick to themselves. At night, during the rounds, sometimes we tell each other stories about them from the scraps we’ve seen or heard. 
 
   Last month, the two Rosens said they witnessed Shadows in training. At least, it looked like training—or an initiation—we don’t know. Chasing big game, Flint and Lightning had trekked all the way to the ocean. A week-long journey. As they approached the beach dunes, exhausted, they saw a Shadow standing sturdily with his feet spread apart in the sand. It was dawn. Frigid ocean waves ran up the beach and wet his bare feet up to the ankles. He wore all black leather, like all Shadows seem to, and had thick black lines drawn from the outer corners of his eyes to his temples. The Rosens flattened themselves against the dune and studied him. This Shadow oversaw a line of boys and girls about my age as they lay arm in arm in the surf before him. He watched waves lap over their shivering bodies for an hour. 
 
   I’ve only jumped in the ocean once, but I remember it knocked the wind out of me. Bitter cold pushed every bit of air out of my lungs, and it was the closest I’ve ever felt to death. If the Shadows can endure something like that, who knows what else they can do.
 
   “Phoenix!” someone calls.
 
   Down the wall, Mrs. Brown jogs toward me. Half of all the Browns who are left. She’s a fast-talker with wide shoulders and biceps bigger than mine, and her husband’s the soft one who form-fits around her. A basket of false tinder fungus scratches against her gray parka as she moves. She stops right in front of me, looking concerned. 
 
   “Sorry for not visiting last night,” I mumble. 
 
   She holds me firmly like a mother would. She’s strong enough to have kids, but she never had any of her own. Said she didn’t want to bring more DZs into a world this harsh. Mr. Brown agreed, like he always does, but I wish they had their own children to love them. Now that Wick is sick, all they have are Star and me. Everyone else in Dark DC is older than we are. So we do our best with Mrs. Brown, but it’s not family. 
 
   “Did something happen?” Mrs. Brown asks. “Is Star okay?”
 
   “Yeah, something happened,” I say, rubbing the back of my neck with my hand. She waits for me to finish, but I don’t know how to say it. The whole thing sounds impossible, even to me. And I was there. 
 
   “Phoenix, I’ve never seen you like this,” she whispers.
 
   “It’s about the eighth family,” I say uncomfortably. “I can’t explain it.”
 
   “Did they try to hurt you?” she asks. Her eyes narrow defensively above her broad nose. Her grip tightens on the basket.
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Brown,” I say to explain. “You just have to see it for yourself.”
 
   “See what for myself?” she asks.
 
   “Their shelter,” I say. “It’s different.”
 
   She eyes me skeptically. “Then I’ll go have a look,” she says. 
 
   “Watch from somewhere safe,” I say clearly. “Don’t go inside.”
 
   “Okay, son,” she says. “Will you be able to visit tonight?”
 
   “Of course,” I say. “Tonight, we’ll talk about everything. Once you’ve seen it.”
 
   She rubs my arm and squeezes my elbow. I wish I could tell her about the electricity, but this is the best I can do. 
 
   We walk in our separate directions. I hope Mrs. Brown doesn’t think I avoided her questions on purpose. No, she’s smarter than that. She’s the best game tracker in Dark DC. She taught me how to track a porcupine by looking at treetops; missing bark means a porcupine has passed through, and dripping sap means it’s still near. She must know I did my best. We’ll sort it out tonight when we’re making candlewicks out of the fungus. 
 
   I kick the top off a snowbank in front of me and Magic bounces against my back. I have to figure out how the neighbors got that power. Use it for good. His words replay in my mind—“We earned it”—but exactly how they earned it, I don’t know. Not one lousy idea. I tighten my backpack’s straps and wind up to kick another icy white mound when suddenly, muffled shouts call above me on the Frontier.
 
   “Stop the vehicle!” the Frontman yells. He sprints toward the nearest gate along the concrete ledge, gripping his gun across his chest with both hands. His black goggles drop from where they rested on his helmet to cover his eyes. “Stop the vehicle now!” His voice sounds faint from here, but my heart is racing. He spoke. 
 
   I run below him alongside the wall, pumping my arms hard back and forth to propel me forward. Cold air freezes the back of my throat as I suck it in, and I keep my eyes on the Frontman. He dodges through a narrow vertical slit very high on the surface of the Frontier right next to the gate and starts to fire his gun at something on the other side.
 
   I stop short. The Frontman finishes his round. I take cover behind a battered police car as a roar rips through the air, getting louder every second. I don’t recognize the sound and my stomach curdles with fear. Something is coming straight toward the Dark Zone. I creep back from the Frontier and fall into a run. Stealing a quick glance over my right shoulder, my eyes bulge. 
 
   Twenty yards behind me, something slams through the titanium gate. I flinch at the earsplitting sound. Shreds of metal scatter to reveal the front end of a speeding black truck headed right for me. It’s enormous: tires up to my shoulders. I take a sharp left turn and dodge out of the way as the truck barrels into the ruins of the Grand Hyatt Hotel. It crashes to a stop inside. 
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   Two Easy men emerge from a billowing cloud of black dust. They step forward on shaking legs, and I can’t believe how much they look like DZs. I had always imagined them to be—I don’t know—more. Bigger somehow. Taller. Maybe even immortal. But here they are, injured and human and hobbling just ten feet away.
 
   I’m in shock. 
 
   One presses the heel of his hand against a fresh gash across his forehead. Blood drips in two rivulets down his temple. The other Easy is bent at the waist and wheezing with one hand on each knee. Both wear all-white coats and pants, whiter than anything we have in the Dark Zone. Watching them recover on our soil, my shock subsides and turns to gut-wrenching hatred. Easies. The ones who abandoned us are here. My eyes narrow, transforming them into prey. I reach my hand slowly behind my neck to wrap my fingers around Magic’s muzzle. 
 
   “Seize them!” a Frontman yells. He sprints through the fresh hole in the gate, backlit by light coming from the other side, and heading right for us. Two more Frontmen run behind him and together the three move in the shape of a perfect triangle. Their thick legs fly over the snowy ground.
 
   The wounded men look at me with desperate eyes, and I understand in a flash that these are not just any Easies. They crashed into the Dark Zone for a reason—and they disobeyed Frontmen to do it. I grin. Any enemies of the United States are friends of mine. Magic slides back into my bag.
 
   “Follow me!” I bark. 
 
   I run headfirst into the dark fog coming from the Hyatt and hear them patter close behind. One drags the other forward by his jacket collar, as if the second man is too hurt to run on his own. Coughing on dust, we dash through an old conference room and take a sharp turn down the hallway that leads to the lobby. My eyes sting as we exit the thick haze. Pausing under a chandelier in the empty lobby, I scour for a place to hide them and find nothing. The Frontmen can’t be far away, but staying here isn’t an option. 
 
   “This way!” I say. 
 
   I run to the nearest wall and jump through a window frame. They hoist themselves quickly over the ledge after me. Looking frantically up and down the quiet street, I finally spot the perfect place to hide: the Hyatt’s parking garage. I race toward the entrance and they follow close behind. I hear their footsteps slow as we jog down the steep ramp into the underground lot. One of them gasps, and I can guess why. During the plagues, this place was turned into a morgue. Without electricity to store human remains, some bodies were stacked in parking garages like this one. Corpses left from decades ago are still wrapped here in black body bags. It’s somewhere no one wants to be—making it the perfect place to hide. 
 
   “Breach confirmed,” a Frontman shouts from the street. “In pursuit. Over.”
 
   The garage is packed with cars. Body bags stick out of every backseat window and popped trunk. The runaways stride behind me through the maze of empty space between cars, swatting aside the limp ends of bags in their way without flinching. I duck behind a blue suburban as the Frontmen enter the garage. Crouched next to the panting men, I hold my finger to my lips. We wait. 
 
   Looking at them, I can’t help but notice that they are both cleaner than anyone I’ve ever seen. They look basically the same to me—same gray-white hair, similar faces—and enviable fat puffs their cheeks. One still grips the other’s collar, using his free hand to rebutton his jacket. On his breast pocket, the letters TC are woven elaborately above a name: Jack Fletcher. My eyes dart to the other’s pocket and read: Daniel Harris. 
 
   The Frontmen open and close car doors, grunting in disgust at their task. I lean closer to the runaways, stare intensely at them, and say with my eyes, I’m going to get you out of here. Trust me to keep you safe and I’ll make those goddamn Easies writhe. Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Harris have caught their breaths now, which means it’s time to move. There’s an old door tucked in the rear of the garage, and all three of us are going to make for it.
 
   “Us—crawl—the back,” I mouth.
 
   Mr. Fletcher doesn’t show any sign that he’s understood me. He looks off in the distance now with an expression that’s far too calm. As if he’s given up and accepted his fate. My mouth tightens into a hard line and hot frustration flares inside me. I won’t let him surrender and ruin my chance to get back at the Frontmen. He has to follow me. Now. 
 
   “Crawl—back.” I emphasize with a rigidly pointed finger. 
 
   “No,” Mr. Fletcher mouths. The two men look at each other and nod solemnly. Together they sink to their hands and knees, and now I’m certain they want to turn themselves in. Horrified, I grab both of their sleeves, but they shake me off and proceed to crawl around the car. I squint in betrayed confusion as they disappear from view. They’ve left me and I don’t understand why.
 
   “Got him!” Mr. Fletcher shouts. His voice sounds triumphant—too triumphant, though, like he’s putting on an act for the Frontmen. Confused, I peer through a shattered car window and watch him shove Mr. Harris to the ground at the Frontmen’s feet. Mr. Harris starts moaning in pain—looking far more injured than he was just a moment ago. 
 
   “Show your hands!” a Frontman yells. Guards swarm the two runaways on the other side of the suburban. I duck down fast and press my back against the giant tire, praying that they don’t look on this side. 
 
   “He took me against my will,” Mr. Fletcher says breathlessly. “Needed my help to escape…I didn’t want to…”
 
   “Where’s the boy?” the Frontman demands.
 
   “He left us,” Mr. Fletcher says. “Went south.”
 
   I hold my breath in the silence. No one moves. 
 
   “All right, take them back,” the Frontman barks to his accomplices. “Don’t let Harris run.”
 
   Their footsteps file to the top of the garage and echo throughout the cavernous space. My jaw clenches when it hits me: Those Easies never wanted to stay in the Dark Zone. They gave themselves up too soon, right after I’d showed them a safe way out. No, those men wanted to get caught. They were going to surrender all along.
 
   I wait until it’s safe to leave. Ten minutes, twenty, I don’t know. I trudge dejectedly up the ramp and see a row of massive tractors has already begun to rebuild the gate. The tractors look taller than the White House, taller than everything else on our side. I turn to head back home, where I was going before any of this even started. It’s still early and my parents should be at our house—with no idea how much I’m about to shock them.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   After the Blackout, two types of people had a head start: the paranoid and the privileged. The paranoid were doomsday preppers. They lived in constant fear of disaster and had stockpiled the necessities just in case: portable toilets, charcoal, garden seeds. The privileged type—rich people—simply had too much. Their supplies were ready by chance. 
 
   My family, the Troublefields, were privileged. When the flare hit, they happened to own stacked pallets of bottled water, a storm shelter, and two gleaming closets of hunting guns. But that head start only helped for so long because eventually everyone ran out of supplies. Only the hardest workers endured, and my ancestors battled to survive. And they did more: They refused to move from our family townhouse, and they stayed true to what they believed. Even facing the greatest challenge in human history, they did not sacrifice their principles. Their identity. Their core value was always family first. 
 
   My parents and I are the only Troublefields left, and we still live in the family townhouse. Follow every tradition. Conventions like addressing every family member by their first name. So I call my mom Aura and my dad Burn. And if there were any other Troublefields on the planet, I’d have to call them their first names, too. Obeying traditions like this one helps us keep a strong sense of family, or at least that’s what my parents say. A kind of Troublefield togetherness. And that’s the most important thing to them: family. Family, family, family. They say sticking together is what’s right and it’s how we got this far.
 
   Walking up our wooden steps now, I see the names Skye and Leiter carved in elegant cursive on the mahogany front door. That’s another tradition: carve your name somewhere in the family house. Skye and Leiter, my grandparents, carved theirs after taking on their DZ names as teenagers. They were both given American names at birth—Grace and Alexander—but they discarded those as they grew up. And the name “Troublefield” has stayed the same. To them, that word encapsulated their very souls. 
 
   I never met either of them. In the months before I was born, they became increasingly senile. Started to forget things and get lost outside. And through no fault of theirs, they went from being the most generous caretakers to burdens. It weighed on them. Burn told me he could see it bothered them. Then the morning Aura gave birth to me, they left. They didn’t pack a thing, just walked out the front door toward the dark horizon without even saying good-bye. Burn didn’t notice they’d gone until he announced loudly that I was a boy. In the silence that followed, he let his smile fall. And what gets me about that story is, even when my grandparents’ minds were so weak, they still managed to put family first. Give to everyone but themselves. 
 
   Stories like that make me feel like I’m not a true Troublefield. Sure, I have the name, but I haven’t earned it. Troublefields are supposed to serve the family, and when I’m being honest with myself, I know I’m not that noble. I’m different. My parents love me unconditionally, but that’s the point: They have that drive to honor Troublefields, and I just don’t. I love my parents, but I want more than this family in my life. I have my own dreams for power, for Star. For something bigger than this family and better than what we already have. My parents don’t feel anything when they walk by the Frontier because they’re happy on this side. And it makes me feel guilty for wanting more, but I do. If my family ever needed me to, I don’t know if I’d have what it takes to give myself up and walk boldly into the dark. There’s more to live for than just this family name.
 
   I rub the back of my neck and walk through the tall arch of the front door. An image of the monstrous black truck speeding toward me flashes through my mind, and I feel the shock prick my skin all over again. Never in my life did I expect to see anything pass through the Frontier, in either direction. And why they did it, I don’t know. 
 
   “Phoenix!” Aura calls from inside. “Come here!”
 
   I follow the sound of her voice to the living room where she sits on the rug making candles. Deer fat boils in a large cast-iron pot over the fireplace. On the floor around her, she has spread a bundle of false tinder fungus for candlewicks. Burn stands beside her over an ironing board, skinning his latest kill, a squirrel. The knife is poised in his hand, ready to cut it from neck to tail. I’d offer to help but my hands are still quivering in my gloves. When my parents see the look on my face, they know something is wrong. As true Troublefields, they pride themselves on being in tune with each other and with me. It’s how they’re able to give before I ever have to ask—another family custom.
 
   “Tell us, son,” Burn says. 
 
   I collapse onto the sunken leather sofa and tell them everything—slowly. 
 
   Aura moves to sit next to me and listens closely while Burn tends to the meat. You have to deal with fresh game immediately. I tell them what the electricity felt like, about hiding in the morgue, and about the strange act the Easies put on, handing themselves over to the Frontmen. A silence grows after I finish.
 
   “Why would they break through the Frontier, only to surrender themselves so soon?” Aura asks. It’s the riddle on all of our minds, and it doesn’t make any sense. Pummeling through the Frontier must have been an incredible risk for them—the impact, the consequences—but it’s as if they never actually wanted to escape at all. 
 
   It reminds me of the last deer I shot: I stalked it in circles for an hour through a forest before I realized that the deer wasn’t actually trying to get away. It never wanted to escape me completely. I had to stumble across a concealed pair of fawns before I understood: This deer, their mother, was just trying to distract me. 
 
   That’s it.
 
   “Maybe they were a decoy,” I wonder out loud, and my parents nod to consider it. It’s the best explanation on the table so far. 
 
   “Who would they be distracting? The Frontmen?” Burn asks.
 
   I shrug uncertainly. “Or us,” I suggest. “I don’t know.”
 
   The idea sends a chill down my back, but I shouldn’t be scared. I don’t know enough to be afraid. Even if their breach was a distraction, we still don’t know what it was meant to accomplish. 
 
   The door to our townhouse suddenly slams shut, and two pairs of footsteps enter. I bolt upright and aim Magic toward the front hall.
 
   “It’s me!” Star cries.
 
   I lower my gun before she comes in range. That was too close for comfort. Star peers around the doorway, leading Spark—Spark!—by the shoulders toward us. He looks small and pitiable, with his face dirtier than most and his matted hair sticking out in all directions. They stop at the end of the sofa, where Spark pouts but Star looks exultant. Her cheeks flush with life. She crouches eagerly next to his ear, on the verge of revealing something big.
 
   “Tell them what you told me,” she says sweetly to Spark. “Tell them how your family earned the power.”
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   Of the twenty-four people left in Dark DC—and however many Shadows lurk around us—no one is here by accident. Harsh conditions kill the weak pretty quick, and everyone left has a special gift that helps them survive.
 
   My talent is with Magic. I can shoot a yellow-bellied sapsucker in its vital area from across the Mall. Aura can always find water, Burn can carve intricate tools, and Mrs. Brown can track every kind of game. Star’s gift is different: She makes everyone fall in love with her. More than her beauty, something about her essence—her soul, or whatever is at the core of who she is—draws people to her. DZs just want to help Star, and even if she couldn’t hunt or plant, no one would let her go hungry. The newest one to fall under her spell is Spark.
 
   He sniffles and hugs Star around her neck, burying his face into her shoulder. She nudges him kindly with her cheek, and he raises his head to look at us. Aura is closest to Spark and scoots even closer to him along the sofa. The tired springs groan beneath her. Burn has stopped skinning his kill and stands rapt behind the ironing board. Spark is about to reveal the holy grail of the Dark Zone. 
 
   “We go away a lot,” Spark says. He rubs his watering eyes with the back of his hand. “Mom and Dad keep shelters all over because they say it makes us prepared. We spend time in Dark Arlington. In Dark Virginia.” 
 
   I lean toward him, craning my neck.
 
   “The Frontmen came to our land there and told everyone they would give us electricity if we gave them people,” Spark says. He breaks down into tears. “So we gave them the people.”
 
   “Who did your family give them?” Star asks softly. 
 
   “My brother,” Spark cries. His throaty sobs come out thick and full of pain. “Every family that gives someone to the United States gets electricity back to their house. Ask any Frontman. He’ll tell you.”
 
   Just yesterday, I was sure that the Frontmen were silent. That they always had been and always would be mute. But I heard three guards yell this morning, so I know now what he’s saying is possible. Strange—and unlikely—but possible. I have a hard time imagining Frontmen ever talking to DZs, but I’m starting to doubt my own judgments about them. Part of me believes everything Spark is saying is true. 
 
   “Thank you,” Burn says solemnly to Spark.
 
   “You’ve been a good boy,” Aura adds.
 
   Star hugs him gently around his waist. Spark’s arms, still looped around her neck, hold her as if she’s his mother. Star takes his small hand with her mitten and stands. I can tell they’re about to leave, but there’s something else I need to know. 
 
   “Hold on,” I say. Everyone pauses and Star looks nervous. “Spark, your parents said that they weren’t allowed to tell us that. Why not?”
 
   “The Frontmen told us not to,” Spark says, wiping his eyes. He sniffles again. “They only need fifty people. And they only told a few settlements about it. But I wanted to tell you. You’re much nicer than they are. I ran to the Frontier when I heard the crash and saw Star run out to see what happened and had to tell her. She just was so nice.”
 
   Star leads him outside, and I start pacing as Spark’s words echo in my mind. Give them people. I want that bright machine, but now getting it feels impossible. I’d never sacrifice a DZ. Not in a million years. Walking back and forth in front of the sofa, I can feel Aura watching me. I don’t meet her eyes and instead study the thin rug passing under my feet. If I look at her, I’m afraid she’ll see how much I want that power, for myself, for Star, for Wick. She would feel let down, maybe even betrayed, that I want so much more than what I have.
 
   So I stare at the rug. Its worn pattern of interwoven circles looks like the side of an old gray fish. I replay this morning’s events in my head and suddenly it occurs to me that the breach might be related to the electricity exchange. I have no idea how they might be linked, and I have no reason to think that they are, other than these are the only two strange things that have happened in Dark DC for as long as I can remember. At the very least, it’s something to think about. 
 
   Star returns alone and her eyes are gleaming. She clasps her mittened hands excitedly in front of her as if she’s holding something precious. The last time she looked like this, we had just found a full vending machine in the basement of Adelaide Elementary. I took an axe to it, half-euphoric as I imagined downing the brightly packaged foods, but that’s not what Star wanted to do. She wanted to haul the stuff around Dark DC and give the deliciously crinkling bags to everyone else. So that’s what we did. I’ve never seen her more alive than on that night, being able to give such precious gifts.
 
   And now she has that same look. I know before she admits it that she wants to go talk to the Frontmen.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   The gate has already been rebuilt. I can see it in the distance, the shining new titanium cut into old concrete. Star and I hasten toward it past the stairway entrance to an old subway. I look down and see darkness obscure the bottom stairs, as if the staircase descends into an endless black pit. When the Blackout struck, I hear trains down there stopped mid-ride. What’s left of the commuters is probably still trapped in the underground cars, but I’ve never had the heart to check. 
 
   Star jogs ahead, and I hurry after her. She’s gone into one of her dazes again. I know her well enough that I can tell she expects this exchange will save Wick. The part about having to hand people over clearly hasn’t hit her yet, but she isn’t rational when she gets like this. That’s why I have to protect her. Stop her if she gets too reckless. Closer now, I can see three Frontmen on the ground in front of the repaired gate, and their guns dangle threateningly from straps slung sideways over their shoulders. My eyes widen in surprise, and from Star’s gasp, I know she’s seen them, too. This is only the second time I’ve seen Frontmen standing in the Dark Zone. One green-suited guard holds a clipboard and points at the gate. The other two nod. 
 
   “Hey!” Star calls after them. She breaks into a run. “What happened with the truck?”
 
   The Frontmen ignore her. I bolt after Star, fast. She can’t just throw herself in harm’s way like this. She repeats herself, yelling with her hands cupped around her mouth as we approach. Nothing changes. She slows to a stop just a few feet from them, and I position myself between her and the guards. I press my palm against her heaving chest, keeping her back. Containing her carelessness for as long as possible. The Frontmen continue to ignore us. They’re all bigger than I am, and Star shows no sign of letting up.
 
   “What about the exchange?” she asks. “Can you talk about that? Electricity for DZs?”
 
   The Frontmen stop talking to each other.
 
   “Carnival request,” one says into his black wristband. “Over.”
 
   All three of them turn slowly toward us. Their big jaws and broad chins jut menacingly beneath their black goggles. Star rests her hand fearfully on my forearm still pressed against her chest. I can feel her heart pound through her orange parka, but she’s not going to budge. The Star I know will stay here until she gets her answers. 
 
   “Proceed,” a crackled voice orders from his wristband. “Over.”
 
   Staring at the Frontmen, I gulp.
 
   “Power will be restored to every residence that surrenders a DZ to the United States of America,” one guard says in a deep voice. “The resident must be between sixteen and twenty-one years of age. He or she may consent to be exchanged for electricity, or two co-residents may consent for him or her. All surrendered residents will be collected on the first day of the new year.”
 
   I shiver. That does not feel right. 
 
   “What happens to the DZs on the other side?” Star asks.
 
   The Frontmen turn away from us without answering. Star steps toward them, but I hold her back. Her eyes dart around my head, looking anxiously to where the Frontmen are going. She pushes doggedly against my steadying hand until I catch her eyes and stare her down. This brings her back to reality. Remember yourself, Star. Remember me. I hug her and whisper in her ear that she did all that she could. Sure, we both want the power, but there’s no way we’d throw anyone to the other side just to get it.
 
   “I love you, too, Phoenix,” she whispers softly. 
 
   We walk back together, but something feels off. Her hand is limp in mine, and she doesn’t seem to hear me when I talk. I don’t mention it out loud, but I get the feeling that Star is holding something back. For now, I’ll let it sit. We can talk more when I see her tonight on the rounds.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I spend the rest of the day trapping porcupine. Now, it’s early evening, and the entrails need to be made into bait and the bones into tools. Standing over the ironing board at home, I pluck the thin brown-and-white striped quills out of its skin and set them aside in a pile. We’ll use them later as sewing needles. I pull the quills out faster as a wave of anger overtakes me. 
 
   First the Easies abandon us in the dark. Now, they try to tear our families apart. Hatred for the other side heats my blood as I wipe my hands on a nearby towel. A new fantasy of pulling Magic out of my bag by the Frontier plays in my mind. I imagine how the Frontmen would feel if they saw me aiming at them. Maybe they’d finally understand the fear and uncertainty that we’ve put up with for decades on this side of the wall. Hell, if I ever find them again on this soil—they’re doomed. 
 
   “Troublefields!” a shrill voice calls. “It’s Mrs. Campbell!”
 
   She crosses the porch and enters the living room. My hands are fidgeting with the porcupine, so I can only shrug awkwardly. She sets down her bow and leans against the doorframe. Mrs. Campbell is a tall woman with broad shoulders and a nose like a bird beak. She tends to purse her lips and bob her head up and down throughout conversations, as if every sentence she hears is a sip of precious juice.
 
   “Did you hear?” she asks. 
 
   The Campbells live farthest away from the center of Dark DC. They should be the last to hear everything, but Mrs. Campbell’s gift is for gossip. DZs tend to be private people, but Mrs. Campbell is a little different. She asks the questions that make you squirm. 
 
   I nod and draw my mouth into a tight line. 
 
   “A breach in the Frontier!” She gawks, shaking her head. “Well, I never.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say. I pluck a quill.
 
   “Did you see it?” she asks, leaning closer.
 
   “No,” I lie. I don’t want to get into anything right now. “I was with Star.”
 
   “I see,” she says. “How are you two? Happy as always?”
 
   I pluck another quill. “You know,” I say ambiguously. “The same.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” she says. “So are you two keeping each other warm at night?”
 
   Not going to answer that. 
 
   I pluck two quills at once and stab my thumb. A bright-red droplet of blood pools, the brightest thing I’ve seen all day. I sigh in frustration, but not loudly. Sure, she pries too much, but I still can’t hurt her feelings. She’s on the good side of the Frontier after all. 
 
   “Hm, not yet?” Mrs. Campbell digs deeper. “Don’t worry. One of these days, you two will drop all of this romance and just rip each other’s clothes off.”
 
   This is too much. She doesn’t understand us at all. 
 
   “I kind of have some work to do,” I say gently, hiding my annoyance.
 
   “Of course,” she says generously. She reaches for her bow. “And when you two get started, I’m happy to answer any questions. You don’t even have to tell Star. It could be our little secret.”
 
   “Thanks for the tip, Mrs. Campbell,” I say.
 
   She winks and leaves, considering her news delivered. I jiggle my shoulders to shake off the lingering discomfort. Her scrutiny felt like a collar. It’s almost dusk now, and I can see the dim light fading to black through the cracks in our walls. I pack up the quills in anticipation, wiping my hands on my pants. Soon, everything will be better. 
 
   Darkness settles as I make my way to Silk. It’s always some shade of dark here, always some degree of cold, but everything is worse at night. I stride steadily toward her, fast enough to keep warm. I don’t mean to be early again, but I’m just eager to see her. She seemed pretty shaken this morning, so if she needs me, I want to be there to hold her. You’re warm, I’ll tell her. You’re warm. Maybe she’ll laugh when she hears what Mrs. Campbell thought we were doing last night. Then, when she’s calm, we’ll talk about what’s really on our minds: the reason for the breach and the exchange.
 
   I’ve arrived. Already, there’s a faint smile on my lips. The strangeness of today has only heightened the pleasure I’ll feel when I see her. My heart beats excitedly against my chest as I imagine kissing her ear and breathing in her smoky scent. I pace outside her door and check for her with every turn. 
 
   I wait longer than usual. 
 
   And she still isn’t here. I pull my wool hat farther down over my ears and stare at her door. Come on, I keep thinking. Come here. Muffled voices rise inside, and it almost sounds as if they’re arguing. The door to Silk is an inch ajar, as always, but there is still no sign of Star. She’s never this late. Something is wrong. 
 
   The outline around her door suddenly flashes yellow. It flickers until the light is steady. I block the beams with my hand and pivot to look away—until I realize what I have seen. My head whips back to stare, and it’s true. 
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   My jaw drops. I can’t breathe, and my belly caves without air. Numb. That’s all I feel. Numb and hollow. As if this isn’t my life. It’s a dream. 
 
   I’m speechless. I can only stare. 
 
   Cold creeps through my down jacket as I stand immobile on the sidewalk. My shoulders start to shiver. I notice my teeth are chattering and, slowly, I understand that this is real. It’s not a dream. Star actually has electricity, and someone inside Silk will be sent to the United States. There’s only one person it could be, because only one girl in the entire goddamn Dark Zone is selfless enough to throw herself blindly into America. Sure, they have power, but who knows what awaits DZs on the other side. My darker feelings emerge now. Wrath. Intense rage. I sneer at the light and bare my teeth, punching air from inside my pockets. The Easies can’t take Star. I won’t let them. 
 
   I swing the door open so hard it almost rips from the hinges. The same contraption we saw at the library stands in the center of her first floor. I recognize the glowing sphere the way I would something out of a nightmare. If the device were anywhere else, I might be ecstatic, but not here. Not here. It illuminates every corner of the room with light so bright it seems harsh. Almost malicious. This particular metal pole slants slightly, as if it got damaged on the way here. As if the Easies couldn’t care less, and this is all some goddamn joke. Either my anger or the glare has become disorienting, because I’m starting to see red spots, and I have to look at the floor. I can’t let her go.
 
   I step callously toward the pole and feel the air get warmer. Bending to my knees, I extend my gloves and feel the pole expel hot air through hundreds of pinprick holes. Looking up to my left, I see the Lounge’s door is ajar. Star paces there in and out of shadow. I withdraw my hands, wipe the Easy off on my jacket, and race toward her. 
 
   Even with spillover light, the Lounge is largely dim. Mrs. Windsong sits rigidly on the bar top cloaked in shade, with her thin legs dangling over the edge. She’s always been a fearful woman, quiet like her daughter can be, but she looks different now. Her mouth forms a very thin line beneath cold and beady brown eyes. She grips her bony knees with locked arms, firm and inflexible. As if to say her mind is made up, and there’s no going back. I clench my fists. I won’t back down so quickly. 
 
   “How could you let her?” I demand. 
 
   “The heat will save my son’s life,” Mrs. Windsong says tersely.
 
   “You don’t even know what he has,” I spit. “None of us do.”
 
   “I know it gets worse the colder he is,” Mrs. Windsong says defensively. “You don’t know him like I do. This heat is his only chance.”
 
   I scorn her desperation. She isn’t thinking clearly. She and Star have lost all reason, and I want to flip over the bar. Wick interrupts us with a cough so hard that I worry he might throw up a lung. His whole body shakes under a thick mound of quilts at Mrs. Windsong’s feet. I can’t see his face, and I doubt he’ll show himself at all tonight. He must be humiliated. He knows how weak this makes him look, and he knows what I think of weakness. 
 
   “He’s suffering,” Mrs. Windsong pleads. 
 
   And now I’m suffering, I think, imagining the agony I’ll feel without Star. But I can’t say any more. It will hurt Star more than she is already. 
 
   Star. She stands off to the side of the room with her back as straight an arrow. I turn to face her and finally meet her eyes. She looks strong and stoic in her parka, but I know her better than that. Inside, she is sobbing. I lunge to embrace her, and she pushes me weakly away. It’s the kind of push that says she doesn’t actually want me to leave. I shove gently past her arms and hug her. Touch her hair. Love the home I am about to lose.
 
   “You’re making it worse!” Mrs. Windsong cries. I shoot her my darkest look and fill silence with hatred. Wick coughs again as Mrs. Windsong stares me down without blinking. She sits so tensely that it looks like she’s on the verge of breaking. As if that’s all she can do to keep herself from falling apart. I know she’s had to sacrifice one child to save another, but I can’t let myself pity her. She is sending Star into the unknown—and away from me.
 
   “Phoenix,” Star whispers into my ear, “I’m so sorry.”
 
   That gets me. She shouldn’t feel bad. My eyes flicker over her shoulder to a strange box behind the bar. In the dim glare, it is glossy and white. The top lies open to reveal mounds of black tissue paper. Something Easy. Probably came with that electric thing, but I can’t care about that now. I look back into her blue eyes and see that there is no changing her mind. Even though it means parting with me, she feels compelled to leave. I can feel the determination behind her sadness. I swallow a lump in my throat and accept that I can only love her until they tear us apart. I don’t know what else I can do.
 
   “How long do you have?” I ask her. We fixate on each other, our noses just three inches apart. I hold her small chin in my hand.
 
   “Tomorrow,” she whispers. 
 
   I’m empty. Star leaves me tomorrow. She will be thrown into the United States like a piece of meat and we might never hold each other again. Her eyes start to water and I brush one budding tear away with my thumb. Her lips quiver. She looks up at the ceiling to contain her sadness; my own heart is sinking. 
 
   “How many hours do we have?” I croak. This gets Star. She starts to cry with her face buried in her hands. I know she feels bad for crying, because she won’t want to make me sad. She pushes me away—harder this time, like she means it—and collapses onto the mattress. She shakes next to Wick’s mound, and seeing the both of them together rips me apart. 
 
   “Twelve hours,” Mrs. Windsong cuts in. “At first light.”
 
   I kneel, and Star burrows her face in my chest. She cries silently so that Wick doesn’t hear. She wraps her arms around my neck, and I know I have to be strong for her. I hug her back firmly and clench my jaw.  
 
   Mrs. Windsong shuffles off the bar top and walks to the top of the staircase. She sits facing outward and stares at everything but us. Alone with me and Wick, Star gradually stops crying. She goes limp to say she’s accepted her fate. I guide her to lie down, and we face each other on the mattress. 
 
   “You can be damned sure I’m staying tonight,” I whisper to Star, “and I’m not going to hide it.” The room is warm enough now to make me sweat. I take off my coat and throw it at the wall. Lying back down, I tilt my forehead toward hers in silence. There’s nothing to say. We both know how devastated the other is. I can feel it in the way she trembles. She can feel it in how tenderly I hold her hand. 
 
   “You can’t stay up all night,” I whisper. 
 
   “I want to,” she whispers. “It’s the last time—”
 
   “No it’s not,” I say. It comes out more harshly than I wanted it to, and Star winces. I run my thumb over her fingers to soothe her. “You have no idea what’s going to happen on the other side of the Frontier. You need to be as well rested as possible.”
 
   It’s the truth, and she knows it. 
 
   “At least close your eyes,” I whisper. “For me?”
 
   “For you,” she whispers. She closes her eyes, and this pushes out another tear. I watch it drip down her cheek and onto the mattress. Wick coughs. I stare at Star, my Starlight. I kiss her lightly on the nose and remember the last time we kissed on the lips. The only time. My stomach tightens when I remember how it went horribly wrong. 
 
   It happened the day Mrs. Windsong trusted Star with her first hunting knife, now Star’s weapon of choice. We were fourteen years old and had spent almost every waking hour together for the past three years. As I got older, I started to think about touching her. Kissing her neck. Running my hand up her thigh. 
 
   That afternoon, we took a trip to practice with her knife. It’s exactly the length of my hand from palm to fingertip. Came in a thick, brown sheath that made her smile because it was hers. Star and I followed a flock of sparrows to the old Washington Monument, where we ran into a group of Shadows. Five teenagers in leather jackets with shoulder pads crouched beside two freshly shot grizzly bears. I’d never seen a Shadow before, but I knew them from the black charcoal rubbed around their eyes. One of them leered at Star. 
 
   “Hey, pretty lady,” he said.
 
   I was about to push her behind me when she threw her knife at him. It was going to sail right past him when he grabbed it out of the air. He just reached to his side and grabbed the knife by the handle. After that, no one moved. The Shadow dropped the knife, and they left us and the bear corpses without making a sound. 
 
   I don’t know why, but that’s when I decided to kiss her. I had never kissed anyone before, and I didn’t know how to do it. Still don’t. My lips tried to move, but every touch felt awkward. When it was over, neither one of us felt good. She would never say as much, but afterward she didn’t meet my eyes and crossed her arms over her chest. The timing must have been off. We had almost just gotten killed. I mean, they were Shadows. I don’t know what I was thinking. 
 
   Since then, we haven’t tried. I swore to myself I wouldn’t kiss her again until she was happy and safe. I’m still waiting for that moment. Sure, she’s been happy, and she’s been safe, but never happy or safe enough for a kiss to feel quite right. We’ve both wanted to—and I’ve dreamt of doing so much more—but I’m still waiting for that moment. Now, I’ll never be able to kiss her. Tonight, she isn’t happy, and she has never been less safe. Tomorrow, she’s gone. 
 
   When Star’s muscles finally relax into sleep, my chest clenches on the brink of shaking with sobs. I can’t remember the last time I cried, and if Star saw me now, it would destroy her. This can’t be her last memory of me. I have to leave. I roll carefully off the mattress and my hands slip out of hers. I take one last look at her lying like an angel, and I have to slip away. I pass Mrs. Windsong still sitting on the staircase with both of her hands in fists. We don’t say a word to each other.  
 
   The early morning sky is a hopeless gray. I can only think about Star as I step around cars and stare at my boots. Deep sadness pulls down on my heart. Star is leaving me. The warmest person in the Dark Zone is going to join the filthy Easies, and the light of my life is about to turn off. I’m not going to be able to stay here without her. Just the thought of it now is an unbearable weight. I’m going to have to go with her. 
 
   My mind turns faster. No matter what the Easies have in store, my best shot of being with Star is to cross the Frontier. I might not see her on the other side, but I’ll sure as hell never see her here. Not with their wall between us. Over there, I could find her and keep her safe. God only knows what dangers await her outside the Dark Zone. And suddenly it’s clear: I need to make the journey, too. Like a calling from somewhere above or from somewhere deep inside, I know this is what I must do. No matter what happens, it’s our best shot. 
 
   Now that I’ve made my choice, I don’t have a moment to spare. I have to get to the Frontmen and consent before dawn, or my one chance to be with Star will disappear. I’m about to run when I notice something glow from the direction of my neighborhood. Not fire, there’s no smoke. Closer, I see the light is coming from inside my home. Yellow beams radiate through every hole, crack, and scrap of glass. My heart races as I break into a sprint. I know what this means. The ground passes quickly beneath my feet as I run toward the one thing that could save what’s left of my life. If I’m right, one Troublefield is going to the United States: me.
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   Electricity.
 
   I sprint over the threshold and wheel myself around our doorway, glimpsing Skye and Leiter’s names blur past me. I run so fast I can barely breathe, but I’m smiling. Beaming like this goddamn light. I halt too abruptly in the living room and teeter forward on one foot, swinging my arms in circles to stay balanced. 
 
   My parents sit on the floor with their backs against the far wall. Next to them, in front of the fireplace, a familiar electric sphere glows on one hulking metal pole. Every inch of this house is exposed in the glare, and I notice a trail of large, wet boot prints leading from the front door to the pole and back. From the size of the prints, I’d guess the Frontmen were here. Dropped off the machine. Left. 
 
   I block the bright gleam with one hand and squint around it. My parents scramble to their feet and stand in front of the light. It shines over them like a halo. They step to the side so we can actually see each other. Standing by the window, Burn puts his arm around Aura and we are silent. Dark bags sag under their eyes, and I can tell they have been up all night. Guilt overtakes me to see them so strained, and now Aura starts to cry quietly. I sense how torn they are about this. How much they don’t want to let me go. 
 
   “Aura and I saw Star by a gate this afternoon,” Burn says heavily. “She was talking to a Frontman, alone. When we reached her, the Frontman was silent again, and Star explained how she had just consented for herself. Then she didn’t want to cry in front of us and had to leave. It was…hard to watch. That’s when Aura and I knew what had to be done. We turned to the Frontman and consented for you son. We…” He clears his throat, clearly pained. “We know how much she means to you.”
 
   “The thought of the Frontier between you two…” Aura shakes her head. “We had to.”
 
   My chest tightens. Burn and Aura have followed another one of the Troublefield traditions: giving family what they need before they have to ask. Aura raises her pale and shaking hand to her mouth as quiet tears flow down her cheeks. She is between sad and happy. She wants to hug me, so I hug her first. She feels much smaller without her coat on—in just a ratty blue thermal—but that’s all she will need in the heat. The thought of her sleeping through the night without shivering makes me feel less guilty for a moment and I let myself smile. I kiss her cheek, and now she’s smiling, too. She can’t help it. I’m too happy. 
 
   Looking around, I take in my home for the last time. Wallpaper hangs in patches over cracked wooden boards. The brown sofa cushions slant in haphazard directions. The kitchen is barren—but with something different now. I crinkle my brow and stare at the counter. There, I spot a white box like the one I saw at Star’s. Its glossy exterior reflects our new light. I set my backpack down and approach it cautiously. Thick, black strings tie it together, and the box top beneath them reads The Carnival. I recognize the word that Frontman said earlier—Carnival—but it means nothing to me. I try to pull the string, but it’s caught in a complicated knot. 
 
   “Open the box,” Burn says. “It’s for you.”
 
   “For me?” I repeat softly.
 
   “The Frontmen gave it to us,” he adds. “They said it’s from America.” He enters the kitchen and pulls an old steak knife out of a drawer at hip height. I use it to cut the strings. Toss them aside. Aura picks them up from the tile floor and holds them to her chest as if they’re important. And maybe she’s right. I should be more careful.
 
   The roar of a car motor sounds outside and my hands stiffen, paralyzed. “When do I leave?” I ask nervously.
 
   “Now,” Aura whispers.
 
   I grab the unopened box and my backpack, which already contains everything I need: wood, flint, shears, a change of clothes, and Magic. There’s no more time to waste, and I walk toward the front door. My parents follow. 
 
   Outside, a daunting black truck awaits in the empty street—the same make of truck I saw break through the Frontier. I freeze on the porch and stare. Giant headlights shoot four white beams straight ahead and dark exhaust pumps steadily out of the tailpipe. I recognize the tires: the giant black wheels up to my shoulders. I swallow hard. Either these trucks are common in America, or the exchange and the breach are definitely linked.
 
   But I don’t have time to speculate. Or be scared. No matter how ominous the car looks, I have to get in. I’m going to have to take risks now. At all costs, I must get to Star. 
 
   I turn around to face my parents. They pull down their sleeves and crook their forearms up at right angles. There, on the soft sides of their wrists, is the Troublefield family crest: the family’s longest and greatest tradition. Every Troublefield has this tattoo—a black T inside the dark outline of a shield—beneath their left hand. Burn tattooed Aura after they got married, and Aura tattooed me herself when I was fifteen. She dipped a salvaged tattoo instrument in India ink and pricked me thousands of times. The family crest is a symbol of loyalty. It’s supposed to remind us to put other Troublefields first. 
 
   And that’s exactly what my parents have done. They just made the ultimate sacrifice, and here I stand, willing to put them through hell. Worse, even happy to leave. Aura cries harder into Burn’s chest, and I hug her in the little time I have left. Burn reaches his arms around both of us and we all embrace for the last time. 
 
   “We’re proud of you, son,” Burn says.
 
   I wince. That doesn’t feel deserved.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say quietly.
 
   “For what?” Aura asks.
 
   “For—being different,” I struggle to say. “For leaving.”
 
   “Phoenix,” Burn says. He looks up at the sky to find the right words. “When you love something, you set it free. We are letting you chase Star because we love you. We will always love you, son, and if you make it back…” He clears his throat again. “We will be right here at home. We will always be here for you.
 
   “Go on, son,” Burn says. 
 
   It’s time to leave. I walk heavily toward the truck trying to memorize this walk. My last walk out of the Dark Zone. A stepladder hangs down from the truck’s passenger side, and I climb its rungs up to the door. Looking back at my parents, I wave. They wave back, their Troublefield crests clear against the pale flesh of their arms. I’m overwhelmed by how much they care about me, about this family. Troublefield has been their life and their cause, but it isn’t mine. The closest I’ve come to standing for something—for caring about something more than I care about myself—is Star. As I look at them, I grow to understand: They are not just letting me go to America. They are letting me be my own person. 
 
   I slide onto the black leather seat and shut the door behind me. The car windows are too black to see anything. I try to open the door again for one last goodbye, but it’s locked. The truck jolts forward and smoothes into a drive.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I’m moving too fast. I don’t know if all cars speed like this, but it’s nauseating. My head aches, and a steady thump beats against my left temple. Maybe I feel sick because I’ve just left home forever, or maybe it’s the truck, I can’t tell. 
 
   I clutch my head and wait for the nausea to pass. Breathe, Phoenix, breathe deep. The air feels warm in my throat, and I lean my head back against the soft seat to open my chest up for more. Inches above me, the truck’s ceiling is black felt. Everything in this car is black: the seats, the windows, and the opaque wall that divides me from the driver. Easies always need a goddamn wall. I can’t see or hear whoever is in the front seat, and I wonder where he is taking me. Where we are. If we have even left the Dark Zone. When I remember the breach, my heart races all over again. These trucks are powerful machines, and who knows what else they might destroy. 
 
   I have to focus. In new territory, you have to be on your toes at all times. I pull the white Carnival box onto my lap and examine it suspiciously. Run my fingertips over it. Cautiously, I hold my breath and slowly raise the top: It’s filled with black tissue paper. Just like Star’s was. I sift through the loose and weightless layers, peeling them away, until two strange objects lie before me. Above each is a white label with the name of the object written in black letters. The left label reads Ring for Phoenix. The right reads Phone for Phoenix. 
 
   I pick up the golden ring. It looks like the wedding bands my parents wear and fits my ring finger perfectly. The second object—this phone—is strange, but I’ve seen similar gadgets in the Dark Zone. The Fords stockpiled a bunch of them after the Blackout, just in case they became useful again. They didn’t. Unlike those thin metal boxes, this phone is a rectangular cut of glass. Completely clear with rounded edges. From what the Fords showed me, I sort of remember how to use one and hold it in my hand. As soon as my thumb touches its surface, the word Identifying displays in black print across the top of the screen. I almost drop the phone. Phoenix flashes twice then disappears. It knows me.
 
   A column of five words runs down the left side of the screen: Schedule, Messages, Calls, Camera, and Profiles. I accidentally brush the schedule button with my thumb, and the clear screen displays new text.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   07:00 a.m.–12:00 p.m. TRANSPORTATION.
 
   Location: Vehicle 6A. Description: Car travel to New York City. 
 
   **SCHEDULE only reveals Phoenix’s current event**
 
    
 
   Only reveals Phoenix’s current event?
 
   Great. So I have no idea what will happen to me after this. My thumb presses Messages, and the screen changes again to reveal a new note.
 
    
 
   MESSAGES
 
   1 NEW VOICEMAIL
 
   Thumb to listen.
 
    
 
   I press my thumb on the new voicemail tab and listen. Nothing. I hold the phone up to my ear and hear a voice.
 
   “Congratulations, Phoenix!” it says. “You are one of fifty DZs who will enter the United States of America in exchange for electricity. The DZs you leave behind are grateful for the light and heat you have restored. Although it may be difficult to hear: Your departure has benefited your family more than your presence ever could have. You have done your home a great service and should be very, very proud.”
 
   I clench my teeth and narrow my eyes. 
 
   “Unfortunately, the United States is operating at capacity, so not all of you will integrate as citizens with our nation. To determine if you will be accepted into our society, you have been entered into the Carnival, a week-long competition among the fifty DZs. During this time, you are not bound by any of our laws, and none of our laws can protect you. Starting now, you must wear the provided golden ring on your left ring finger as a tracking device. Removing the ring will result in automatic disqualification. 
 
   “Phoenix, welcome to the other side.”
 
   The truck’s tires hum as we speed ahead. It’s the only sound I hear now, because I’m not breathing anymore. I have no idea what kind of competition they plan to throw us into, but part of me is sure that Star won’t stand a chance. She’s never won anything on purpose in her entire life. It’s not that she couldn’t—she just has to let other people win. I can’t imagine her doing what it takes—whatever that may mean—to beat fellow DZs. But that is why I’m here: to fight for her and me. For us.
 
   My truck barrels toward New York City. I slide against the window as we make a harrowing turn. My body presses against the door for a long second, and I imagine Star whimpering in the same position. When the truck straightens, my fists stay balled tight. My eyes narrow.
 
   Star, I will find you again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

PART II: THE UNITED STATES OF AMERICA
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   I cup the phone in one hand. Pink grooves run across my palm and fingers where I have gripped the edges too hard. I hold it lightly now. The rest of my hand is specked brown with dirt, and I can see every detail through the transparent screen. The phone is almost invisible against my flesh, except of course for black print across the top.
 
   I check it again.
 
   1 JANUARY 2082
 
   11:44 a.m.
 
   I grunt, frustrated, and run one hand through my hair. This has gone on for hours: I check the time, then I get riled. The numbers just don’t move fast enough. Like they’re slow drops off a goddamn icicle. I remember the last time I saw one drip back home and, then, too, I was waiting for Star. I stood outside Silk and stared at a long frozen spike over her door. Cold drops lagged down to the sharp end, then lingered. Released.  
 
   I check again.
 
   1 JANUARY 2082
 
   11:44 a.m.
 
   I slam my phone down and look away for a moment of peace, at anything but the time. I glance at my tattoo peeking out above my sleeve and stare at that. Better. I trace an index finger around the crest, where a light-blue vein crosses over the T. Looking at this symbol used to make me feel so conflicted, but that’s faded from my mind. I’m an unusual type of Troublefield, but I do feel like one of them now. I’m different, but I’m still noble like they are. Honorable. And fighting for something good.
 
   I check one more time.
 
   1 JANUARY 2082
 
   11:45 a.m.
 
   It vibrates in my hand, and I drop it like a hot ember. The phone falls into my lap, displaying new text across the screen. Surprised, I pick it up and stare.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   12:00 p.m.–12:30 p.m. LUNCH.
 
   Location: Your suite on floor 33. Description: Dine with your three roommates.
 
    
 
   Three roommates? 
 
   The truck is slowing now almost to a stop. I sit up and grab my backpack, ready to bolt if I can. Noise grows outside, and I freeze with pricked ears. It sounds like muffled shouting. I inch sideways over the seats and press my ear against the window. Hundreds of faint whoops and calls cheer on the other side of the door, and I imagine a mob of Easies pulsing with excitement. Some kind of celebration. I furrow my eyebrows and press closer to the window. Someone may have just shouted my name. 
 
   The car stops, and all of its doors click to unlock. Before I can feel for a handle, the door beside me opens on its own and lets in a flash of white light. It’s blinding. I cover my eyes fast with both hands, but little white dots still color the backs of my eyelids. I wriggle both wrists and try to rub them away.
 
   “Phoenix!”
 
   “Phoenix!”
 
   “Phoenix!”
 
   The blare rocks me back like an ocean wave. There must be thousands of voices out there, louder than anything I’ve ever heard. I keep my eyes closed and jerk my hands back to cover my ears. They’re still calling my name. My name. 
 
   I imagine how I must look through their eyes: cowering, weak. But I’m stronger than that, and I’m here to work. Relaxing my hands, I let the noise in and cringe, but I won’t hide from it anymore. I swing one arm to rest across my forehead like a visor and gaze out at the horde. Hundreds of small white bulbs flash on cameras scattered through a crowd. People are taking pictures. Of me. My eyes slam shut involuntarily. 
 
   “Phoenix!”
 
   “Phoenix!”
 
   “Phoenix!”
 
   I turn sideways and let my feet dangle over the edge of the seat. There’s no way I can run away now, not with this many Easy eyes on me. I look down, heart pounding, and see a red carpet six feet below me, brighter than anything left in the Dark Zone. I lean forward, ignore the hanging ladder, and let myself drop onto the rug. Bending my knees, I land smoothly on the sea of endless red. 
 
   Slowly, deliberately, I raise my head to gaze at what lies before me. I’m on one end of a wide road of carpet. On either side of the rug, thick rope dips between golden pickets to contain the screaming crowd. The Easies look like DZs might, if we were ever that flushed with mania. If we were ever that clean. They wear plush jackets in colors I’ve never even seen: vivid reds, royal purples, and others I don’t know how to name. The Easies swarm behind the rope reaching their arms frenetically toward me. They should see what a real Frontier looks like.
 
   At the other end of the carpet is an all-glass skyscraper beaming yellow light through every window. Its name—The New York— glistens in giant golden letters above a row of three front doors. An above-ground transparent tunnel juts out from the side of this building, connecting to an identical tower next door. The surrounding city glows. Just glows. Luminous skyscrapers stand with overwhelming power for as far as I can see. They gleam unnaturally bright, impossibly bright—but the sky is still dark as ash. 
 
   I smirk and notice small snowflakes drift gently through the frigid air. So they share the black sky and the weather with us, after all. They might have all the power, but they can’t escape the state of the earth. Looking around the city, I see: the United States is not a magical place. It’s stunning and extraordinary, but—it’s exactly what the Dark Zone would have looked like with power. This is just a city. The Easies are the people we might have been, and these are the buildings we might have had. They’re no better than we are, they just got lucky. Incredibly goddamn lucky. 
 
   From behind me, a black glove points forward toward The New York. I look over my shoulder and see the hand belongs to someone as big as a Frontman. He wears an austere black suit jacket and crisp white shirt. Also like the Frontmen, he carries a gun. Two, actually. One pistol on each hip, which means for now I do what he says. I stand and step forward, gleaning a bit of pleasure from stomping on the Easy rug. 
 
   “Phoenix!” an Easy man calls from the sides. “Will you marry me?”
 
   I stop short. “What?” I ask, bewildered.
 
   “Marry me!” another shouts. “Marry me, big strong Phoenix!” 
 
   They’re taunting me. I turn toward the rope barrier and squint hard, scrunching the rest of my face in a rage. The crowd is massive. I search for the hecklers, but it’s impossible to find them among the throng of strangers. 
 
   “Stop it!” I roar blindly.
 
   Their cameras keep flashing, and there’s more shouting now. My heart races, pumping bitterness to every corner of my body. The Easies have taken almost everything from me, and now they won’t shut up. I might be here for love, but I can still hate them. Without thinking, I reach for Magic’s barrel sticking out of my bag—right as a mammoth hand clamps down on my shoulder.
 
   “Phoenix!” the Suit barks. “This way.”
 
   He spins me back toward The New York before I have a chance to say no. Fine, I think. Fine. I walk behind him rubbing the Easy out of my eyes and trying to find some sense in any of this. I’ve never heard anyone I don’t know say my name. I’m confused. DZs are used to solitude and darkness, not scrutiny and the glare of lights. I want to know what these Easies are planning to do to me, and I want Star, but I can’t let my desires make me weak. I’m here to fight, not to nurse my every pain. 
 
   A man outfitted in red opens an unbroken glass door for me. He looks too happy. I scowl at his smile and stumble inside a hotel lobby. Around me now, every surface gleams a different shade of yellow. Too bright. A grand desk manned by two smug Easies sits in the center. The rest of the lobby crawls with DZs—DZs! My heart lifts into my throat as I take in every last one. They’re easy to spot: dirty, unshaven, and anxious. Like me. And like Star. And we’re all looking over our shoulders, because not one of us knows what’s going on. 
 
   The Suit shoves me toward Elevator VII, where three DZs are already waiting. Two eye me up and down, but the third doesn’t even look. She wears tight leather pants and a dark jacket cut above her belly button. Shoulder pads. Black charcoal runs from her eyes to her temple, and it hits me suddenly. She must be a Shadow.
 
   A Shadow.
 
   I stiffen with fear. The doors to our elevator part, and she dashes inside before the rest of us even take a step. She situates herself in the back left corner, arms crossed. After a shocked pause, I go for the back right corner. Following a Shadow’s example can’t hurt. I stare at her out of the corner of my eye, fascinated, and see thick bronze-colored hair shine down her back. She is tall for a girl with thin legs that look hard with muscle. Her features are small—straight nose, tiny mouth—and her brown, almost black eyes focus vigilantly. I turn away before she catches me staring. 
 
   A nervous, skinny boy shuffles onto the elevator after me, followed by a short girl with big eyes. They waver in the center, looking weak and frightened. Skinny is about my age, but each of his arms is the width of my wrist. His ragged long-sleeve shirt is torn twice over his puny bicep, and I cringe for him. If the Carnival gets rough, he won’t stand a chance. Big Eyes looks plumper, but much more afraid. Her bottom lip quivers, and she wrings her hands together nervously. The last one on is the Suit. Other men like him—other Suits—wander around the lobby ushering us into elevators. This Easy pushes his hulking frame inside right before the doors close. He presses button 33 and makes his way to the back. Big Eyes steps aside to let him through, only to push the button 21 with her elbow. He glares at her.
 
   “Sorry,” she mumbles. 
 
   I’ve never been more alert in my life. The atmosphere is thick with tension. No one moves except for the Shadow, who taps one of her fur-trimmed boots impatiently—when suddenly all of our phones buzz twice. Everyone but the Shadow jumps. She pulls her phone out of the tight space between her chest and jacket a second ahead of us. I yank my phone out clumsily from my pants pocket and check the screen: New Voicemail. The Shadow already has her phone pressed against her ear. I thumb to the voicemail and listen.
 
   “Congratulations, Phoenix!” welcomes the same male voice from before. “You have been assigned three roommates. This week, the four of you will stay in The New York, an exquisite hotel built specially for the Carnival. Again, I must remind you that you are not bound by or subject to any laws. Instead, there is a different and critical rule you must follow: Do not touch any Americans. I repeat: Do not touch any Americans. If you make skin-to-skin contact with one of us, you will automatically be disqualified and thrown into isolation quarters. The electricity will be shut off in your residence on the other side of the Frontier.”
 
   The message ends as our doors open to floor 21. Just two feet away, a blonde Easy stands before the elevator. She wears light jeans and a white tee shirt. It’s so warm in The New York, I guess that’s all she needs. Her blonde hair falls in loose curls below her shoulders, and when she sees us, her blue eyes widen. The Suit jams a Door Close button hard with his index-finger knuckle just as she weasels her way inside. The doors shut, locking all of us in together. 
 
   “Oh my God,” she gasps. “Are you in the Carnival? I have to get a picture!”
 
   “Step away from the DZs,” the Suit orders.
 
   “Oh, I’m not going to touch them,” she says dismissively. Clearly, the public must know about the No Touching rule, but that doesn’t put me at ease. I press into the elevator corner with all of my strength, sucking my stomach in as far as possible. If she touches me, I’m headed for the isolation quarters—and whatever that means, it can’t be good. The Shadow crouches in her corner with arms clutching her knees. The other two DZs stand paralyzed with fear. They haven’t budged since the Easy stepped onto the elevator. Move, I want to yell at them. Move!
 
   The Shadow darts forward with catlike quickness to swipe her hand across the two columns of elevator buttons. All illuminate. Doors open to floor 26.  
 
   “Step outside immediately,” the Suit orders.
 
   The Easy waves his words out of the air, accidentally hitting Big Eyes on the cheek. Big Eyes ricochets backward in horror, grasping the patch of tainted skin. The Suit shoves the Easy outside, and my arms flex as if I did it myself. The Easy lands on her back in a long hallway lined with beige doors. Her expression is confused and pale beneath ceiling lights, but I have no sympathy left. Elevator doors shut in her face. 
 
   I slink up the corner to stand again and stare at poor Big Eyes quivering like a trapped rabbit. My heart softens as her eyes drip quick tears. I want to help, but there’s nothing I can say or do. She turns toward the wall and bangs her fist vehemently against the side. Her balled hands look tiny at the ends of puffy parka sleeves. Her chest heaves thicker and thicker sobs. 
 
   “Sweetie,” the Shadow says. She flips a wave of hair casually over a shoulder pad. It ripples like dark water down her back. “Would you mind shutting up?”
 
   I gape in shock. The Shadow’s apathy feels like a betrayal. Big Eyes is another DZ—we’re all DZs. And now she’s left her home only to wind up in the ambiguous isolation quarters. For God’s sake, she’s lost everything. 
 
    “What did you say?” Big Eyes asks. She swivels to glare at the Shadow, suddenly fierce. Skinny drops to his knees, his fingers interlaced over the crown of his head. He rocks hopelessly on the floor, desperate to avoid whatever is about to happen. 
 
   “I said, ‘Sweetie, would you mind shutting up?’” the Shadow repeats blandly.
 
   Big Eyes lunges forward just as the doors open to the next floor. The Suit grabs her before she touches the Shadow and wrestles her into the hallway. He grabs her wrists and yanks both of them behind her back as she kicks to free herself. Her face is livid, and saliva pools at the corners of her mouth. The elevator doors close. The Shadow, Skinny, and I are left alone. Skinny pants loudly in the silence, and the doors open again to an empty floor 30. I stand rigidly as they close. We breathe. It happened to Big Eyes, but that could have been me.
 
   Floors 31 and 32 look different. Each has only two white doors. In between them, The Carnival is written in familiar black print. Floor 33, our destination, is the same, and on this floor I exit slowly to stand beneath the massive text. I replay the image of Big Eyes clutching her cheek. One white door is wide open, and the Shadow bolts inside. Dammit, Phoenix. Focus. I follow close behind. There’s no more time to think about the DZ who just got disqualified. I hope she didn’t need the electricity too badly, but my stomach wrenches. Of course she did.
 
   Forget it, Phoenix. 
 
   We enter a monstrous white foyer. Even on someone’s shoulders, I couldn’t touch the ceiling. A chandelier dangles from above, spraying light across the pristine walls that curve around the circular space. White columns stand proudly in front of us, and through them I can see the living room where lamps beam brightly on every table. The last room I surveyed was my kitchen, and comparing that shabby space to this—the Easy excess makes me sick.
 
   “It’s a miracle,” Skinny says behind me. He grabs at the air as if he’s trying to hold the light. I swat his hand down.
 
   “That’s Easy light,” I snap. “And don’t you forget it.”
 
   “Sorry,” he mumbles, embarrassed. 
 
   But I know how he feels. We learn in the Dark Zone that there’s no such thing as perfect shelter. You have to balance safety with proximity to water, forests, and other people. It’s impossible to find a place with everything, but this is the closest to perfect I’ve ever seen. The only thing wrong with it is I’ve never felt less safe. 
 
   The Shadow sniffs the air and takes off down the left hallway. She already has a plan. I should make one. I bring my scavenger mind alive and start thinking about how I could use every object in sight. The glass could be shattered into arrowheads. The tables could be burned in a fire. And I should find water. Maybe that’s what the Shadow was chasing. I turn left to stride down the narrow hallway and find a polished kitchen on my right. My eyes bulge at the sight of a shining silver sink, and I run toward it. Oh, I’ve found water all right. For the first time in my life, I’m about to have running water. 
 
   I twist a few wrong parts before I get to the right knob. Water shoots down on command as if I’m God making a waterfall. I run my hand slowly beneath the stream and feel how cool it is. At home, I’d have to boil the water first, but I know this stuff is clean. I cup my hands and let the water pool inside. A guilty nag tugs at my heart as I raise the precious water to my mouth. Something my parents will never feel. I feel the delicious water lap against my dry lips, and I know I won’t reject it. I swallow my pride with the water and suck my fingers. Survival matters more than virtue sometimes.
 
   Noises.
 
   My ears perk at sounds coming from across the hall. I stand completely alert and wait for the silence to break again. It sounded like metal on metal. Skinny walks fast past the kitchen. I peer around the doorway after him. 
 
   He turns into the room right across from me. I creep toward him and stare at the end of a long wooden table. My fingertips press the door the rest of the way open, and tension builds in my shoulders as I watch the room reveal itself—but it’s just a dining room, and the table is covered in food. This is what the Shadow smelled in the foyer, and I can smell it now. Plates of pink meat, steaming vegetables, and exotic sweet treats I’d only seen in faded magazine pictures wait for us, all in perfect rows. My body drifts toward the aromas, and I grip the table in hungry anticipation. 
 
   The Shadow sits at the head of the table with a whole fish on her plate. Skinny rips a loaf of bread in half and chomps it. His cheek bulges as he chews. In Dark DC, we never eat anything we don’t recognize, but this is different. Easy food must be safe—after all, the Shadow’s eating it. I grab a platter of meat as my own. It looks like a rack of venison. The most familiar thing all goddamn morning. 
 
   “Can you pass the potatoes?” Skinny asks the Shadow. I stop chewing and wait to see how she’ll react. She just continues to eat.
 
   “Can you pass the potatoes, please?” he repeats. His sincerity is heartbreaking. She crunches a fish bone between her teeth and swallows it. I try to meet his eyes from across the table to tell him to stop. It’s not a matter of saying please. Shadows are survivors. They don’t care about us. 
 
   He goes on eating without potatoes. We smack and chew without meeting each other’s eyes until all of our phones buzz at once. I’ve figured out now that two vibrations means a new voicemail, and one means a schedule alert. I pull out my phone and check.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   12:30 p.m.–1:30 p.m. RULES CEREMONY.
 
   Location: Floor 10 Auditorium. Description: Official introduction to the Carnival. The rules will be revealed.
 
    
 
   As we head for the elevator, I realize this is my chance to see Star.
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   “What are your names?” Skinny asks. 
 
   Man, he has no touch. He stands between us in the elevator and looks back and forth to our faces like an eager puppy dog. Bit by bit, he’s coming out of his shell and getting more and more annoying. The Shadow crosses her arms and leans against the side of the elevator, bored. She rolls her eyes, and I stare at her arched dark eyebrows. They curve sharply and so cleanly, not a single hair out of line.
 
   “I’m Tinder,” he says. 
 
   When we don’t answer, he stares at his thumbs. We drop toward floor 10 slowly. I don’t want to hurt his feelings.
 
   “I’m Phoenix,” I say quietly.
 
   “Hi, Phoenix,” Tinder says, perking up. “Where are you from?” 
 
   “I’m from Dark DC, Tinder,” I say.  
 
   “Me, I’m from Dark Virginia,” he says. “I lived in the University of Virginia. My whole building got lit up when I came here. Everyone from my town is going to move in there. I saved them.”
 
   “Wow,” I mutter. “That’s really cool.”
 
   “I lived in the engineering school,” he says. “That’s where people studied electricity before the Blackout. Isn’t that ironic?” 
 
   “Yes.” 
 
   “I know,” he says, shaking his head. 
 
   The elevator doors open. We’ve arrived. 
 
   I stare head-on at a crowd of DZs shuffling toward a row of doorframes in the distance. Their dirty ponytails and braids unravel down their backs. One DZ tears his tattered flannel shirt short at the sleeves in order to cool down in the crowd. Everyone is streaming into a dimly lit room I can’t quite make out. 
 
   The Shadow dashes ahead, slithering between DZs to the front of the crowd. Damn. I follow and start searching for Star: her fine straight hair, or orange parka tucked under her arm. Any sign of her at all. I try to trace the Shadow’s trail, but DZs are packed shoulder to shoulder. I can’t get through. Frustrated, I wedge my leg in between two girls in front of me and shake my hips to wriggle through. One of them tips her head back and screams.
 
    “Get off me, pervert!” she yells.
 
   I recoil instantly. A couple of DZs jerk their heads back to eye me with distaste. I hold my palms up to apologize. Fine, I’ll stay here. Behind me, Tinder says “Excuse me” as he bumps into other DZs, and I shake my head for him. We shuffle slowly, step by step. The sour stench of sweaty teenagers fills the air. Finally, I cross one of the thresholds to enter some kind of movie theater. Rows of red velvet seats filled with jittery DZs face a hanging screen.
 
   I need to find Star. 
 
   A DZ pushes me forward, and I stumble into a row of knees. Knitting my eyebrows together, I scan the room for her again. There she is. Second row all the way at the end. Her creamy profile looks solemn as she stares at the ground. Beautiful. My girl. Not wanting to waste any more time, I leap over a row of seats and make my way toward her. Step after step until, finally, I’m here. Just two feet away. I hold my breath and sit gently in the empty seat beside her. It creaks and startles Star, who grabs her chest as if her heart might jump out. We look at each other. Tears jump to her eyes, and she’s stunned—overjoyed.  
 
   I take her hand tenderly. “I’m here,” I whisper.
 
   “Phoenix…” she says, her sweet voice thick with emotion. She can’t find any other words to say. I wrap my other hand around hers, and she does the same. Forget the Easy chandeliers and lamps, her touch is the real electricity. What I feel with Star keeps me warm, and nothing else is truly bright. My Star.
 
   “Quiet, now,” a voice booms throughout the room. 
 
   Whispers behind us fall silent. The open door beside each frame swings slowly shut. The last DZ to wander in looks familiar, and he takes the seat next to me. I furrow my brow to remember, and then it hits me: Blaze. From Dark DC. He’s brought his shotgun with him, propped between his knees. I turn my head away from him instantly, and a shiver runs down my spine. Star’s eyes widen in fear when she recognizes Blaze, and she looks down fast at her lap. Suddenly, the lights go dim, and the giant screen in front of us turns white. Blaze shields his eyes, disoriented. For now, at least, he’s distracted. 
 
   The Carnival appears on screen. 
 
   “On January 6, 2015, the Blackout struck worldwide,” a familiar voice booms throughout the auditorium. Images alternate on display. First, mountains of trash on a city street. Rats seethe over the stack of bags barely visible against black sky. Now, a shot of a highway gridlocked with four lanes of motionless cars. Some people are craning their necks out windows, others are mid-run in a panic down the road. Now, a photo of an empty hospital. An abandoned school covered in snow. The Easies might be trying to scare us, but this is the most comfortable I’ve felt all day. These might as well be pictures of home.  
 
   “The United States government gathered its best engineers,” his voice continues. “As they drew up plans to restore electricity, it became clear: There would not be enough for everyone anymore. The flare had destroyed all transmission lines. The climate was new and unpredictable. At best, only half the nation could have access to light and heat. The United States made the most difficult decision in its history when it chose to build the Frontier and then, a decade later, to power only the northern half.” 
 
   A map of the United States appears on screen. The Frontier is traced in a dotted black line from where it starts in the middle of California up to the top of Dark Missouri and then down between Dark Virginia and Maryland. It looks like a giant frown. 
 
    “After mandating the construction of the Frontier, the United States adopted a new kind of government. Local authorities replaced centralized control. Every state came to be ruled by one elite Family. For the thirty states, there are thirty Families. They handle all political matters separately and internally, cooperating only on matters of the military, foreign policy, and the Carnival.” 
 
   Each state above the Frontier glows individually, one after another. The Dark Zone has been amalgamated into one giant area of outcasts shaded gray. I glance over at Star. She is riveted and does not notice my wandering eyes. Good, I think, at seeing her focus. Maybe she has a better chance at winning this than I thought. 
 
   “Even with power, it took more than six decades to repair the damages incurred in those ten years we survived in the dark. Natural decay and desperate human activities nearly ruined our nation as we knew it. Only now, in the year 2082, are we technologically and culturally on par with where we were when the Blackout hit. Life in the United States today is very similar to the way it was in 2015. We have barely advanced.
 
   “The Dark Zone has suffered even greater damage, and the region has shown no signs of progress. As DZs, you have survived great injustice. Your lives have been ruled by chaos and darkness. The Families want to atone for this. To offer your people something more, they selflessly began the Carnival.”
 
   Suddenly, the lights switch off, and we are left in utter darkness with the voice.
 
   “Welcome to the beginning of a better life. You have suffered, but the Carnival offers you the chance to find something even more precious than electricity: true love. Not just with anyone, but with the world’s most powerful sons and daughters. Eligible members of the Families. Each one is considered a prize. You are the newest players. In the Carnival, you win a prize by falling in love with them and by making him or her fall in love with you. You will get the chance to woo them and, at the end of the week, each prize chooses one of you to marry.”
 
   My mouth gapes.
 
   “The Carnival has endured for ten successful years. You have not heard of us until now, because we keep this contest secret. For many DZs, entering is so desirable that not being able to participate could lead to riots. So we spread the news of this opportunity sparingly. Selectively. After all, every single prize has found true love, and every Carnival marriage has stood the test of time. Why? Because in matching couples, we ultimately rely on the prizes’ choices. This method has never failed.
 
   “We have four marvelous prizes this year. Only the players who win a prize will be integrated into American life as citizens. The rest will continue to live here, but as foreigners with fewer political rights. They will be kept in isolation quarters, and they will lose the special devices they received in exchange for immigrating. We do apologize for this. There is simply not enough to spare. However, even if you lose, you will continue to live here with electricity, the priceless gem of our era.
 
   “The winning players will keep the electricity in their Dark Zone homes. That is our promise to you. No matter what—and we do mean no matter what—that electricity will be rightly yours. Your loved ones will be eternally grateful.
 
   “For now, please return to your rooms.”
 
   A shocked hush falls over the auditorium. I tighten my grip around Star’s hands and feel her limp pulse against my fingers. Both of us have gone cold. She curled one hand around my thumb before the rules were read, but now it lies lifeless. The thought of Star wrapping her hands around an Easy’s makes me livid. My gut wrenches in anger. There’s no way I could ever hold anyone else, or tell anyone else, “You’re warm.” Especially not an Easy. Every hair on my body is sticking straight up. 
 
   The sick irony of this situation overwhelms me. I crossed the Frontier in the name of love, and now I’ve been thrown into this thing to find it with someone else. I let go of Star and tighten my hands into fists. This is not what I had in mind when I shut the black truck’s heavy door. 
 
   I lean toward Star to figure out how she’s feeling. Beside my ear, she exhales slowly, deeply. Puzzled, I look into her eyes and see that she isn’t angry at all. She’s staring vacantly in one of her dazes. Oh no. The sound of Wick’s wet cough reverberates inside my head, and my heart drops into my feet. There’s no doubt in her mind: She is going through with the Carnival. This is about the electricity for her. It’s always been about the goddamn electricity.
 
   But that’s okay. Fine. If Star needs to play, then I’ll have to play too. I am here for our love. At least one of us will win and then, when this week is over, we’ll find a way to be together. Like he said, once we win, that power is ours no matter what. For now, we just have to get through this week. If she marries someone else—although my throat closes just at the thought—then we’ll find a way out of that when we need to. All that matters this week is that we get that electricity. Then we will be together.
 
   A gun cocks.
 
   Blood drains from my face. The sound came from the back of the auditorium. My body chills as I wrap my mind around what someone else must have just realized: Fewer players will mean higher chances of winning a prize.
 
   Gunfire erupts. Star and I race for the nearest door and throw our body weights against it. The door swings open to reveal an empty room lined with a row of golden elevators. More shots fire in the auditorium, and DZs scream. The Easies have just turned us against each other, which makes them even worse than I thought. Star hits the up-arrow button by the closest elevator five quick times. She looks anxiously over her shoulder toward the doors. I can feel her fear, and I hate it. I should be protecting her. 
 
   Wild-eyed DZs start streaming out the doors in droves. Tears clean pale streaks down their cheeks, and some bare their yellowed teeth as they run. It’s not safe enough to wait for an elevator anymore. I spot a shining door at the far end of the elevator row and drag Star toward it. It swings open to a gleaming white staircase—perfect. 
 
   “Let’s run!” I roar.
 
   More gunfire explodes. The door swings shut as we jump up steep stairs. Every flight slants in the opposite direction, and there is an exit door on each flat ledge between flights. The floor number is displayed in bright red above each one. We reach 11. Over twenty flights left. Boots squeak on the stairs after us. My chest and thighs burn as we sprint, and Star pants and pulls herself up by the white railing. A shot fires in the stairwell, and footsteps below patter faster. Unexpected inner strength pushes me forward two stairs at a time. Star is right with me. We meet each other’s eyes. Tears well above her lower lids, and I want to kiss them away. At floor 31, Star yanks me toward her. We embrace before she dashes through the exit.
 
   I climb the rest of the stairs slowly. Without Star next to me, there’s less fire inside to run. Less electricity, and I can’t move as fast. At floor 33, I can only lean my body weight against the door to push it open. I stumble into my suite expecting peace, but someone is laughing quietly inside. Stunned, I creep through the foyer and down a hallway decked with wallpaper of endless golden feathers. No footprints—of an intruder or otherwise—sully the glossy white floor below me. I pass the kitchen and spot my backpack where I left it next to the sink. I grab Magic and sling the bag over my shoulder. 
 
   The laugh starts again. It’s coming from the living room. I raise Magic’s stock to my cheek and creep back through the hallway toward the noise. The foyer is empty and alarmingly spacious—any noise made in here could echo throughout the suite. One loud breath could reveal me. I imagine who could be behind the laugh. How I would react to an attack. In my heart—even now—I know I will never fire against a DZ. I’d shoot a gun out of their hands, but never where it hurts. The laughing stops. 
 
   I jump into the living room to see the Shadow slouching calmly on a white sofa. She is surrounded by pale-yellow chairs and wicker lamps. A television in the shape of a large, clear rectangle—like a giant phone—stretches across the corner of the room. I look at the Shadow, but she doesn’t even acknowledge me. Her spidery legs cross on a glass coffee table covered in pink magazines, and one lies open on her lap. 
 
   I lower Magic in a frustrated huff. I’m still panting, but she looks relaxed. Her fair skin is smooth without any hint of an expression. She is neutral, utterly neutral, and I’m not used to this kind of person: unemotional and cold. Everyone in Dark DC had a beating heart and they showed it. I don’t trust this Shadow. Not yet, anyway. 
 
   The door to our suite opens behind me.
 
   “Who’s there?” I call.
 
   “That would be Tinder,” she says, flipping a shiny page with one long and careless finger. I creep slowly backward to see the front door. Sure enough, there he is.
 
   Tinder slams the door shut and runs to grab the wooden bureau by the opposite wall. He pivots the bureau around and pushes it toward the door. It screeches across white tiles until it stops at the threshold. Tinder turns to face me, still bent ninety degrees at the waist. His face shows only fear. Through a wide hole on the side of his shirt, I see his delicate ribcage heaving up and down as he catches his breath. I pick up a cream-colored armchair and carry it toward him, wedging it under the golden doorknob and nodding for him to continue. Tinder and I drag furniture toward the door until there’s almost nothing left to move. Except the sofa where the Shadow still sits.  
 
   “You should relax, boys,” she says.
 
   Tinder and I walk until we are standing over her with our hands on our hips. She should be thanking us, but she doesn’t even look us in the eye. Just another reason to be skeptical of her: People don’t look at you when they have something to hide. Instead, the magazines have her full attention. She bats her dark eyelashes and flips another page. 
 
   “You’re welcome,” I say, irritated.
 
   “No one wants to marry a murderer,” she says, distracted. “The fights will stop when the rest of you realize that.”
 
   She’s absolutely right.
 
   Our phones buzz once. I reach for mine in an instant.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   1:30 p.m.–5:00 p.m. MAKEOVER.
 
   Location: Your suite on floor 33. Description: Clean and dress yourselves appropriately for Prize Night. 
 
    
 
   “Boys, have a seat,” the Shadow says in a breathy voice. Without any furniture left, Tinder and I sit on the plush white carpet. “I’d like to introduce myself.”
 
   She flips her voluminous hair to one side, revealing three shiny diamond studs in her ear. The Shadows’ arrowhead symbol has been tattooed behind her neck. The black tattoo is small—about the size of my thumb—but still it impresses me. It’s a sign of who she knows and how much she can do. Slowly, she licks her lips.
 
   “I’m Elektra,” she says.
 
   I swallow. She just exudes power. 
 
   “I am a Shadow,” she says. “Shadows are survivors, and we never work alone. In this Carnival, you and I are going to work together.”
 
   Tinder nods his head up and down feverishly, but I still don’t feel quite right about trusting her. I need to know why she’s here. In the Dark Zone, Shadows didn’t seem to need anything—even electricity. They were above it. Even if they did need power, I can’t imagine they would bow to anyone to get it. They would never consent to a Frontman or play by anyone else’s rules. There must be some other reason to explain why she’s in The New York now, competing in this goddamn Carnival.
 
   “Phoenix, darling,” she says. “Is there a problem?”
 
   “Uh—no,” I say quickly.
 
   “Oh really?” she says. She licks her lips again, and I clear my throat to stall for time. Think, Phoenix, think of something to say. I want to know why she’s here, but I don’t want to challenge her. The last thing I need is a Shadow as an enemy. A silence has started to grow—and finally I know what to do.
 
   “I just think we should all say why we’re here,” I say slowly. 
 
   Elektra shrugs and gestures at Tinder to go first. 
 
   “For power,” Tinder says, like it’s obvious.
 
   I nod cautiously. “Me, too,” I say. “My…closest friend’s little brother is sick. His name is Wick Windsong, and he needs to be warm to heal.”
 
   Elektra smirks. “I suppose it’s my turn?” she says. I watch her without blinking, sizing up her every move to see if she can be trusted. “Well, then, let me tell you a little story. Where I live in the Dark Zone, the moths come out at night. They fly with very beautiful white wings and flutter like fallen pieces of the moon. And every night, they flock into our torches and burn. I do not swat them away when I see them near the fire. I let them sizzle—not because I am cruel, but because I know how much they want the flame. You see, every creature is drawn to light. We all want power. The Carnival is a sure way to electricity, and Shadows have been winning it for years. They sent me here for more.”
 
   I stare at her. She glares back.
 
   “Fine,” I say. “I believe you.”
 
   “Darling, you don’t have a choice,” she says. 
 
   Our eyes stay locked. I do believe her. I grew up spitting on the Frontier for keeping me from the light, so I recognize the burning in her eyes. She wants power. Shadow or not, she wants more. I nod seriously, letting her know that I will work with her. I might not be a Shadow, but we can help each other. She nods with me—and then smirks. I scowl and doubt her again, but I accept that she is right: No matter why she’s here, I have to cooperate. Because that’s what she wants me to do, and I don’t want someone this smart against me. Hell, for all I know, her advice could turn out to be crucial. 
 
   “Moving on,” she says. “It is critical that we share everything we learn here with each other. Starting with these magazines.” 
 
   Of course she was reading those magazines for a reason. I pick one of them up, but she pulls it out of my hands and tosses another one at me. I catch the flurry of pages spastically, ripping the cover. Elektra raises an eyebrow. 
 
   “Don’t be naughty, Phoenix,” she says. 
 
   I look at the magazine in my hands. Zig-Zag is written in giant pink letters across the top. Underneath, it reads The Carnival 2081 edition. So this is a copy from last year. The cover photo shows a DZ fresh on the red carpet. He is mid-punch, aiming for the photographer, and his face is contorted with rage. A strand of saliva is caught hanging off his scraggly chestnut beard, and he looks like an animal caught in a fight for his life. I grimace and turn the page.
 
   On the left, The Carnival is printed in the center of a white background. On the right, a small blurb is printed:
 
   “The Carnival is back!
 
   The Families can try to keep it private, but Zig-Zag has got all the deets. Every day this week, we’ll have a juicy new issue just for you. Watch these fifty new celebs in everyone’s favorite true love game. Candids and dishing inside…”
 
   Unbelievable. Easies will talk about us every goddamn day.
 
   The issue in my hands is all about Prize Night. DZs really do clean up for this thing. Zig-Zag has photos of DZs cleaned like Easies and dressed in shining black suits on the red carpet. There are even little captions to explain what the hell is going on. One corner box reads: “Prize Night starts the fun! In a private room in the exclusive New York, prizes divulge their juiciest secrets. This is where prizes reveal what they’re looking for in love.”
 
   “Look at this,” Tinder says. He holds up the top two corners of his Spotlight for us to see. The headline reads Laser & Sunshine Busted! “Two DZs were caught kissing. They both were disqualified.”
 
   The picture below shows a girl wrapped around a boy in a parking lot, leaning against a black truck. They are fully dressed—it looks like it’s snowing—but she’s tilting her slim neck back and he’s kissing her collarbone gently. I imagine the same headline with “Phoenix and Star.” It makes me shiver. Seeing Star will be dangerous, but of course I can’t avoid her. She is my light, and I am her life. We’re going to have to see each other. Hold each other. Love each other. I flip the pages of Zig-Zag more aggressively. 
 
   I reach a spread about The New York. Apparently, this two-tower complex was built just for the Carnival. All players will live here throughout the week, and most Carnival events will take place in this building. For the rest of the year, it becomes a hotel for tourists—but now my head is starting to hurt, and I toss the magazine aside. Right now, I don’t want to know any more. I massage my forehead and rub away the lines. Tinder has his magazine way too close to his face, enraptured.
 
   “Calm down, Tinder,” I say, put off by his eagerness.
 
   “What?” he asks. He peers over the top of the magazine.
 
   “You’re having too good a time with that thing,” I say. 
 
   “I like books,” he says sincerely. 
 
   Tinder is too childish for his own good. He has a happy glow in his eyes, like he believes the whole world is a decent place. Now he’s smiling at me, and I notice a narrow gap between his two front teeth. Poor kid. He’s my age, but I see him as a kid. His pole-thin neck and large flappy ears make him look like someone who needs your help. Thinking about how he’ll fare in the Carnival, I don’t have much hope. He might earn sympathy, but sympathy isn’t love. 
 
   Elektra stands up suddenly and leaves the living room. Tinder and I exchange confused glances before we stand and follow her. Elektra walks at a jogging pace, and I have to run a little to catch up with her. We walk through the familiar hallway of golden leaves all the way to the very end, where we reconvene in a lavender bedroom.
 
   “Where are we?” Tinder asks, spinning around in a tight circle.
 
   “There are two bedrooms at the end of each hall,” she says. “The lavender one is for girls, and its closet is filled with girl clothes. The navy-blue one is for boys.”
 
   “So?” I ask. 
 
   “This is my room,” she says.
 
   “Yes, but why are we here?” I ask.
 
   “It’s getting late,” she says, crossing her arms. “Take off your clothes.”
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   “What?” Tinder asks. He clutches his copy of Spotlight like a life jacket.
 
   “You saw how clean they were,” Elektra says. “We all have to shower.”
 
   Shower?
 
   Her bathroom waits beyond an open door in the corner. I step warily across the carpet until my feet touch the ivory marble floor. It’s heated, and I recoil from the unfamiliar sensation. A polished claw-foot bathtub lounges elegantly against the side. Mirrors stretch from floor to ceiling. An all-glass shower takes up the third wall completely, and it’s—incredible. I’ve never taken a real shower before, but I’ve heard the stories: endless hot water all over your body. As hard or as soft as you want. All with the touch of a finger. 
 
   “I said take off your clothes,” Elektra repeats. 
 
   “I can shower alone,” I say.
 
   She strides next to me and puts her mouth by my ear. “Of course you can, baby, but I need to see what I’m working with,” she whispers. Hot air tickles my neck. “I want us to help each other, remember?”
 
   I shake her off as Tinder enters the bathroom. 
 
   “What’s going on?” he asks.
 
   “Nothing,” I say. “Elektra just wants me to get naked.” 
 
   “We’re about to seduce some important people,” Elektra says, reclining onto the rim of the bathtub. “To stand a chance, you’ll want my honest, unedited opinion of how attractive you are. And you’ll do the same for me because”—she smiles—“you need me.”
 
   Now Elektra bites her lip and gazes up at me in a way that makes her eyes look big and sulky. I shake my head. I’ve known her for less than a day, and already I see she has a tendency to make things sexual when she wants something. But I can’t ignore her, because she’s right: I do need her help. I need to do what she says.
 
   “Fine,” I say. “Quickly.”
 
   I take off my shirt. Muscles across my chest flex slightly. Elektra drops the pouting act and eyes me without emotion. She nods me onward as I unbutton my pants. 
 
   Let’s just get this over with.
 
   “You’re very strong,” she says. Her fingers linger casually over her bottom lip. I drop my dark-green cargo pants and throw them against the mirrors, left only in my faded gray boxer shorts. I rest my hands awkwardly on my hips and brace myself for Elektra to go on.
 
   “Very strong,” Tinder says in disbelief. 
 
   “Tinder!” I shout. “I don’t need your opinion! Get out of here!” 
 
   Elektra giggles as he backs out of sight, embarrassed. I kick myself for being so harsh on him. He’s just so fragile. Elektra recovers and tilts her head to the side, flipping her dark hair into a drastic side part. Her eyes wander up and down my body, and as she looks down, I see black charcoal shaded over her eyelids. 
 
   “Almost perfect,” she says clinically. “Your shoulders are broad and your chest is tight. Great arms. Girls will like the way your muscles bulge, so make sure you show that off. And your abs are very well-defined. The line of hair running down the middle of them is rather attractive…”
 
   “Are we done here?” I groan.
 
   “Yes, you can get dressed again,” she say. “You made that part easy. My turn.”
 
   I bend over to pick up my clothes. By the time I stand up, Elektra has taken hers off. Naked, completely naked. She dangles the jacket from an index finger over her shoulder. Her eyes wait expectantly. 
 
   “Well?” she asks.
 
   “Should we get Tinder?” I stall.
 
   “No, you’ll do,” she says. “So, how do I look?”
 
   I don’t know what to say—or where to direct my eyes. In my world, there’s only Star and everyone else. I stand uncomfortably and scratch my head. Think, Phoenix. Say something. I look cautiously at her small ankles and thin calves, now her thighs. Muscle pops gently over her knees, and her milky skin looks smooth, but I can’t look at Elektra any more like this. It feels like a betrayal to Star. I shift my gaze to a random point behind her and stare, trying to think of something general to say.
 
   “You have nice…legs,” I manage. “Those girls in Zig-Zag wore a lot of short dresses. You’d look good in one of those.”
 
   “What do you think of my chest?” she asks. 
 
   Jesus, I don’t know. I hadn’t really looked. 
 
   “Good,” I muster.
 
   “Yeah, I like them too,” she says, pushing her chest forward and looking down at herself. She swings the leather jacket back on and zips it quickly. “Tinder!”
 
   Tinder slinks inside the bathroom. In between Elektra and me, he rocks back and forth from his toes to his heels. Spotlight is rolled into a nervous coil, clutched by both of his hands behind his back. He doesn’t meet my eyes. I can sense it’s because he’s embarrassed. A black string of rope runs through the belt loops of his khaki cargo pants, holding them up at his hips. I glimpse his sunken stomach in the bare inch above them and wince.
 
   “Your turn, Tinder,” Elektra says.
 
   Tinder clears his throat painfully.
 
   “Elektra,” I say softly. “Does he have to?”
 
   “It’s fine,” Tinder says. “I’ve been naked before.”
 
   Tinder takes off his shirt, and all I can see are his ribs. I should leave, but the state of his body is distracting. I could count his bones if I wanted to. His thin arms hang at his sides like little fire pokers. Not a single hair grows on his chest, and only wisps peek out from his armpits. I wonder if he’s ever had to shave his chin, but I doubt it. This whole exhibition of Tinder is making me uncomfortable.
 
   “Too skinny,” Elektra says. “I’ll have to dress you in layers.”
 
   “He gets it,” I say.
 
   Tinder takes off his pants. Above fraying boxers, his hip bones jut forward like they’re going to take out one of my eyes. I survey him up and down, looking pitifully at his knobby knees. Tinder pivots his toes in toward each other, making his feet like two edges of a triangle. He is clearly embarrassed, and I can’t take it anymore. I look away. 
 
   “You’re going to have to win her with your personality,” Elektra says callously. “No one is going to fall for your body. Lure her in with your mind.”
 
   “That’s enough, Elektra,” I say.
 
   She shrugs. “Fine, but you’re only hurting him,” she says. “Now that I can guess your sizes, I’ll go pick you out some Easy clothes.” 
 
   Finally, she leaves. 
 
   “Hey, don’t listen to that stuff she said about your body,” I whisper as Tinder gets dressed. He pulls his pants up quickly and turns away from me in shame. “True love isn’t just about bodies. It’s more than that.” 
 
   Tinder pops his heads through the top of his shirt. “You think I’ll find true love here?” he asks, looking back at me again. 
 
   I sigh and nod. The truth might break him in half.  
 
   “And Tinder?” I ask.
 
   “Hm?”
 
   “Get the hell out now,” I say. “I want to shower alone.”
 
   He laughs, giddy again, and shuts the door. I undress a second time and roll my neck in a circle to stretch. I’m exhausted. In the shower, I have to fumble around with the silver knobs before water comes out, but when it starts, it feels amazing. Every inch of my body moans in pleasure. I hang my head and rub my wet neck with both hands. Just let it wash over me, soft and warm. The water swirling around the drain beneath me looks brown. I watch my legs turn paler without dirt.
 
   My mind drifts back to Star, and I wonder if some Shadow made her get naked, too. The thought turns my hands into fists. Even I’ve never really seen Star without clothes on. The only time that I did was an accident. A horrible one. The whole scene replays in my mind as I soap my arms. We were hiking at night through Great Falls, a waterfall beyond Dark DC. I didn’t mean for anything to happen. We were just fishing by the rapids. There’s a rock trail there across the water: twenty ebony stones spaced unevenly between riverbanks. 
 
   That night, I’d tied her knife to a long stick, and we were using it to spear fish from the shore. Then we heard noises behind us. Star snapped the stick instantly, ready to fight. In the distance, a gang of ten thugs was headed straight for us. They wore red windbreakers with black Xs painted on the front and back. As they walked, they hit each other on the butt and yelped in high-pitched voices. Next to Shadows, they’d look like amateurs, but to us they looked dangerous: hot-headed, young, and—worst of all—with guns. 
 
   Star and I had to leave. The only way out was across the rapids, and we’d never gone that way before. But we had to try. I went first. I jumped onto the first rock, teetering over churning water. Then I jumped onto the second, and Star jumped behind me onto the first. That’s when it started to pour. The rocks in front of me became instantly slick. I turned back to where we had come from and saw the gang laughing at us right on the other side. 
 
   “We don’t want to hurt anyone,” the largest one said, waving his pistol too casually. I saw Star slip her knife into the back of her pants. She knew what was coming before I did. “Just throw us everything you have, and we’ll leave you alone.”
 
   “Everything!” someone seconded him.
 
   Star unbuttoned her shirt. The men catcalled as she ripped off the blouse and balled it into her hand. That’s when I saw her naked back: small and curved slightly at the waist. Delicate and beautiful. She threw her blouse to them, but they wanted more, so she kept taking off her clothes. I hated to see her so shamed. I started to take off my own clothes to distract the gang, but they didn’t look once at me. Soon, we were both naked. Star had put her knife carefully behind her on the rock so that they could not see it. With the last of our clothes balled together, Star lobbed them toward the thugs. 
 
   “Thank you for the show!” one of them called. Then the brutes dropped our clothes on the ground and left. Didn’t even search our pockets. 
 
   Star and I sat there until the cold rain stopped. We didn’t want to risk scrambling back through rapids on slippery rocks. At first, she didn’t want to face me, but then slowly we pivoted toward each other. I made sure to look her in the eyes. Her hair was soaking wet, and the dark strands stuck limply to her red cheeks. She was blushing. When her teeth started to chatter, she rubbed her own arms to keep warm, and I wanted to hold her so badly I almost swam toward her. I promised myself that the next time I saw her like that, she would feel free. Not trapped or embarrassed—just free. With me.
 
   Elektra knocks on the glass, and I startle back to reality. I finish shaving what few whiskers I have on my chin and rinse my hair. The bathroom air is thick with white steam by now. It’s almost hard to breathe.
 
   “Get out of there, daydreamer!” Elektra shouts. 
 
   Fine, alright. I step out of the shower and leave the water running. Elektra throws a lush towel in my face, and I wrap it around my waist self-consciously. She acts as if nakedness means nothing to her. I wipe the water off my arms in firm swoops and then shake my shoulders back and forth to warm up. 
 
   “I’ve laid your outfit on your bed,” she says, unzipping her jacket. “Get to it.”
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   All three of our phones buzz once. We drop our food instantly and check them. I lick the salt off my fingers before I scroll through the 1 Schedule Alert. A wet fingerprint blurs part of the announcement.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   08:00 p.m.–11:00 p.m. PRIZE NIGHT.
 
   Location: Penthouse in Tower Two. Description: Get to know this year’s four prizes. Prepare to choose the prize you will play. Only one player from each suite may play each prize. 
 
    
 
   We head for the front door. Elektra moves twice as fast as Tinder and I do, clicking ahead of us down the hallway in black high heels. By the time Tinder and I reach the foyer, she has already cleared a trail through the rows of furniture we used as a barricade. I nod my thanks to her as we leave. 
 
   In the elevator, I barely recognize my reflection on the shining golden doors. Elektra “buzzed” my hair in her bathroom, and now it’s so short I can’t run my hands through it. Let alone tie it back like I used to. My hair looks like a mat of whiskers to me, but it’s a style we saw all through Zig-Zag and Spotlight. So it will do. I rub the top of my head and get used to how strange it feels: smooth when I slide my hand forward, soft prickles when I slide my hand back. Elektra plucks a piece of lint off my shoulder, and I glance down at my suit: crisp white shirt, black vest and pants, and a crimson tie that shines like a lightbulb.
 
   After all of Elektra’s help, the least I could do was help her find a dress. She wears a tight black one with only one sleeve. The dress slants across her chest to leave one arm and shoulder completely bare. I chose it because it’s short. Shows off her legs. It clings to her waist, emphasizing unexpected curves, and then falls loosely to the middle of her thighs. Her heels are tied with black bows around her ankles, and I’m still surprised at how naturally she maneuvers in them. I mean, Star’s spent her life in hiking boots. 
 
   Tinder tidies his gelled hair. He looks bigger now with shoulder pads under his black suit, but the kid is still scrawny as hell. More like a player’s younger brother than a competitor. He pats his sandy hair in place with his fingers, and I have to avert my eyes. I don’t want him to see me feel sorry for him.
 
   In the lobby, a crowd of players streams toward Tower Two. I search every face for Star, but she’s nowhere. Instead, I see almost fifty DZs made over like Easies. Most of the boys are clean shaven and dressed in shining suits; the girls have their hair swept up into elaborate styles and walk carefully in unfamiliar heels. A couple of DZs who clearly haven’t read the magazines exit an elevator across the lobby and drop their mouths in horror. They look just as shabby as they did in the Dark Zone. One of them starts jamming the door close button in a panic. I don’t know where I stand yet, but at least I’m better off than them. 
 
   We approach the glass tunnel that connects both towers. Photographers surround us, squirming and pressed against the glass. Their cameras flash blinding white light into my eyes, and I have to look down at the carpet for a second to see anything at all. 
 
   “Say cheese!”
 
   “Smile!”
 
   “Give us a kiss!”
 
   Elektra is unfazed. She bends her knees, rests one hand delicately between her legs, and blows a sensual kiss to the photographers. I wave and fake a smile, but I can’t hold the expression for long. I feel too much like a goddamn hostage to act happy, and staring at these Easies only makes it worse. 
 
   “Elektra!”
 
   “Tinder!”
 
   “Phoenix!” 
 
   “We know your secret!”
 
   My secret? I stop short in the moving crowd, and DZs flow around me. My secret? I’ve hardly seen Star since I got here—we’ve barely touched—they couldn’t possibly know that we’re in love. Elektra’s bare arm reaches back for me and yanks me forward to where she stands with Tinder. She wears light-blue eyeliner and glitter now instead of black charcoal, but she still looks just as fierce.
 
   “Don’t leave us,” she enunciates in a whisper. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” I say, shaking my head. “One of those photographers just said—”
 
   “Don’t listen to them,” she says. She puts on a smile and we resume walking through the tunnel. She leans next to my ear and whispers, “The paparazzi will say anything to get a rise out of you. When they sell these pictures, they’ll make more money if they get eye contact. Much more money if they catch you getting emotional.” 
 
   Thank God. Relief floods my body, and I wipe a thin layer of sweat off my forehead. Of course the Easies were fishing, looking for a weakness. No one knows about me and Star—hell, even Elektra doesn’t know and she knows almost every goddamn thing. I tell myself I’m safe, Star is safe, and the photographers are just trying to make a buck. I crack my neck and speed up. I won’t let the crowd throw me again.
 
   We enter the lobby of Tower Two, where photographers can’t see us anymore. I exhale a lungful of tension as a Suit guides the three of us to an elevator. Other DZs have separated into groups of three or four, which I can only guess are other suites. I scrutinize them for weapons: for any bulging pockets, bulky fists, or discreet bags—but I don’t see any. All pockets are flat and all hands are empty. I can’t say I’m surprised: Like Elektra said, no one wants to marry a murderer. 
 
   “We should exchange phone numbers,” Tinder says in the elevator. I hit the ph button. 
 
   “Come again?” I ask.
 
   Elektra takes my phone and thumbs to Calls. A grid of numbers 0-9 appears. She points to the corner, where it reads Me: 347-555-0103. Wow. I try to memorize the sequence as we save each other’s numbers, and we finish right before the doors open to the penthouse. Half of the players are already here in a warm wooden waiting room. Two lines of rectangular, brown columns extend forward along the middle of the room, and DZs lean against them under tinted pendant lights. Double doors of gleaming red oak open slowly at the far end, and DZs perk up to file inside. I scan the room for Star—and spot her near the front. At least, I think that’s her. I abandon my suite to get a closer look.
 
   “Phoenix!” Tinder cries lamely.
 
   But I can’t slow down. It is Star. She catches my eye and winks once, very subtly. I cross diagonally through the flood of players to get to her. Up close, I barely recognize her. She wears a light-pink gloss on her lips and dark liner around her eyes. Her cheeks are a red I’ve never seen on her before, and her hair’s texture is entirely new. It looks softer and smoother, and I want to feel it in my hands, but not here. Not now. She’s swept her fresh hair into a low and beautiful sideways bun that looks like a flower. Pearl-studded pins hold light wisps in place. She risks a slight smile, and it takes every effort of mine not to melt.
 
   I don’t take her hand. She doesn’t reach for me either, and her smile fades quickly before anyone sees us. Standing next to each other—but not together—we join the procession of DZs. We pass under the tall oak doorframe and face a rounded black wall where players part in two lines: one curving left and the other curving right. Star and I head right, passing cushioned black seats every two feet that face the rounded wall. The line of players stops suddenly.
 
   “Take a seat, players,” a voice booms from above. 
 
   Light illuminates an oval-shaped room in front of us. The curved wall has become semitransparent glass, separating us from this new space where two beige armchairs sit facing each other. Star and I take our seats in the surrounding ring of players, ready for our front-row view of whatever is about to come.
 
   “Welcome to the players’ Box,” the voice announces. “My name is Mr. Chauncer, and I am head of the Connecticut Family. Tonight, four prizes will be interviewed in the room before you. Two eligible sons and two eligible daughters will each be questioned by a Family member of their choosing. They will not be able to see or hear any of you.
 
   “You may experience intense emotion when you see the prizes. Past players have described being overwhelmed by True Love at First Sight. The amount of joy that some of you will feel may frighten you, especially after a life of suffering in the dark. You may want to share your feelings with the world, but we remind you that this is a private event. Everyone involved in the Carnival is a Family member, and they do not discuss it with civilians. Neither will you. You will not talk to any reporters, and you will not make contact with other Americans. Either violation will result in permanent isolation. Please turn your attention now to the tablet in the right arm of your chair.”
 
   The arm opens to reveal a shallow compartment. I reach inside and remove a rectangular slab of black glass with a small pen magnetically attached to the side. The black slab illuminates to white.
 
   “If you would like the interviewers to ask a particular question, write it down on the surface of your tablet,” Mr. Chauncer continues. “As soon as you dot the final question mark, your inquiry will disappear from your tablet and come to me. I, personally, will review the requests, and relay a select few to the interviewers. All of them will be asked anonymously. Remember: This is your chance to get to know the prizes. Think hard about what you want to know, and choose your words carefully.
 
   “The first prize will now arrive. 
 
   “Gentlemen, I offer you my daughter, Flora Chauncer.” 
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   Two blonde Easies strut into the protected oval room. They look like twins. Both wear strapless dresses made entirely of glitter: one in silver, and the other in cherry red—but bright cherry red, of course, because Americans make everything bright. The cherry girl stops to wave around the room, and I assume she must be Flora. Her bobbed hair shimmers under the soft chandelier, and one player among us scoffs.
 
   The Easies take their seats at the same time. Flora sits like a priss, crossing one leg over the other and folding her hands on her spoiled lap. She looks weak. Her arms are small and fleshy, like she’s never had to carry anything heavy. Never had a care in the world. Bitterness ties a knot of resentment in my chest, and I grind my fists together in my lap. Mr. Chauncer was right: I am feeling intense emotion right now, but that emotion isn’t love at all. It’s wrath. Glaring at Flora’s baby-blue eyes, I think about how easy it would be to fight her. I could thrust Magic’s butt twice into the glass to shatter it, then walk slowly toward her. She wouldn’t stand a chance.
 
   Stop it, Phoenix. For God’s sake.
 
   I massage my forehead to get control of my mind. I might have to make this girl love me. Love me. I can’t be thinking of ways to kill her. There has to be another way to think about all of this—a way that lets me look at the prizes without wanting to destroy them. But maybe that’s it. Maybe I should let myself destroy them. I lift my head up, and a smile plays on my lips. I could think of the Carnival as a hunt. One Easy will be my prey. I’m the best hunter in Dark DC, I should be able to hunt a little, privileged girl. Yes, this is perfect. These Easies are already animals to me. Pretending to hunt one won’t be too much of a stretch. 
 
   I relax and lean back in my chair. The first step to hunting is to know your prey. If you’re going to outsmart an animal, you have to understand it completely. Know it as well as you know yourself. I rest my chin on my clenched fist and gaze at Flora the way I’ve studied deer, learning how they moved, what they liked, and where they were weak.  
 
   “Hi, everyone,” the silver girl says. Her expression is serene and somewhat older than Flora’s. “I’m Clementine, and I’m here to interview my darling little sister, Flora.”
 
   “Thank you, Clemmy,” Flora says in a high-pitched voice. She tucks a strand of clean blonde hair behind her ear and earnestly purses her lips. You can tell she takes this seriously, and her sincerity reminds me of Tinder.
 
   “As the first interviewer tonight, it is my honor to give a brief history of the Carnival,” Clementine says, smiling. “Not an official history, but a personal one.” She pauses to take a preparatory breath. “Ten years ago, Daddy wanted to give back to DZs, and he was thinking of the best way to do it. He wanted to give you something really special that could help make up for what you’ve suffered. On his and Mama’s twenty-fifth wedding anniversary, the idea came to him: true love. He could help DZs find true love. Daddy came up with this contest himself, and he named it the Carnival because that’s where he met Mama.
 
   “I met my husband, Flash, here three years ago, and by all accounts, the Carnival has been an undeniable success. The Families don’t spend much time with ordinary Americans, so we don’t meet that many new people. And what that means is: The Carnival matters a lot to us, too. We find true love here, just like you do. You will see, it’s really an incredible process, and Flora has been looking forward to this for a while now.
 
   “So, with that said,” Clementine says, running her hands eagerly over the surface of a tablet in her lap, “are you ready, Flora?”
 
   Flora nods.
 
   “Then let us begin,” Clementine says. “Flora Marie Chauncer, how old are you?” 
 
   “Sixteen,” Flora says. She enunciates the number to reveal two rows of straight white teeth. “My birthday’s in March.”
 
   Birthday?
 
   “Where do you call home?” Clementine asks.
 
   “Connecticut,” Flora says. “I’m the youngest in the Connecticut Family.”
 
   “And, to get right to it, what are you looking for in a husband?” Clementine asks.
 
   “Hm, that is the question,” Flora says thoughtfully, but she doesn’t look surprised. She must have been preparing for this question for weeks. Months. Years, even. “I’m looking for someone with a kind heart and good, positive energy. Someone who will hold my hand and take this journey with me.”
 
   Clementine nods attentively.
 
   “Someone who cares about how I feel,” Flora says. She touches her heart for emphasis, and I notice a golden ring like mine on her left ring finger. “That’s what you wanted when you did the Carnival, and you found Flash. You two are so happy together. I really want that. I’ve wanted it for a long time.”
 
   Clementine glances at the tablet. “I just got a question from one of the players,” she says. She wrinkles her pale nose. “It came with a note from Daddy. He wants to use the question to explain the No Touching rule. I still don’t quite want to ask it, though.”
 
   “What is it?” Flora asks.
 
   “Someone wants to know if you’re a virgin,” Clementine says in disbelief. Her faint blonde eyebrows rise, and Flora stiffens noticeably. “I’m sorry, Daddy made me ask it. To explain the rule. I’m so sorry, Flora.”
 
   “Of course I’m a virgin,” Flora says. She sits self-consciously now, as if she just became aware of every muscle in her straight back. I like seeing Easies uncomfortable. One more sex question and she might snap in half.
 
   “They only asked because they don’t know how we live,” Clementine says to comfort her. She reaches across to lay her hand on Flora’s knee. Flora relaxes slightly. Raising her voice to address us, Clementine adds, “We aren’t allowed to touch anyone outside the Families until after marriage. Let alone be intimate. We’re kept separate from all other Americans. This is why the Carnival means so much to us. It’s where we meet our future husbands and wives.”
 
   “Let’s move on,” Flora says.
 
   “Yes.” Clementine leans back. “Here’s a better question from the players: What makes you smile?”
 
   “I like that question a lot better,” Flora says. She exhales a lungful of air in nervousness disguised as a laugh. “Anything makes me smile, really, but especially honesty. Trust is very important to me and to a relationship, and I love when people are honest.”
 
   Over the next hour, Flora answers more than thirty questions. I learn her favorite color (pink), food (caramel ice cream—whatever that is), what her three brothers are like (blah blah blah), and I squirrel away every fact. Then she gives an autobiography that is supposed to illuminate her “character.” She talks about how hard it is to be isolated from the world, how she struggled in school, and how much she’s always looked up to Clementine. I sneer the whole time, especially during the bit about her sister. Flora doesn’t look at Clementine the way Wick looked at me, or the way he looked at Star. Disaster unites families, not excess. 
 
   “Any last words, Flora?” Clementine asks.
 
   “No, that’s all,” Flora says.
 
   “You did a great job here today,” Clementine says, shutting off the tablet. She stands and offers one hand to her sister. “Let’s go home.”
 
   Flora takes Clementine’s hand and they hug on their way out. Their dresses rustle together, bouncing even more light into my eyes. I look away and squint at the players on the other side of the room. Every last one is deeply focused. The DZ directly across from me rests his chin on two pointed fingers, staring unblinkingly at Flora. The DZ to his left whispers harshly to himself, as if he’s repeating what he just learned with urgency, and I should do the same. I lean back in my chair and think. 
 
   If I play Flora—hunt her—then my best bait will be kindness. I’ll act like I care about how she feels. Pretend to be weak and break down into tears in front of her. Hold her hand. Once she trusts me, I’ll aim for her honesty weak spot and pull the trigger. Easy. With my plan in mind, I look at Star. She stares at the glass with an emptiness in her eyes. Whispers start to spread as players mutter to each other about Flora. With everyone else distracted, I figure it’s safe enough to lean toward Star and ask her a small question.
 
   “Are you okay?” I whisper. 
 
   She doesn’t answer. Her face is blank and pale under the makeup. I can sense that she’s hurt—I can feel it as I look at her—but I don’t know exactly why. She’s still staring at the chair where Flora was sitting. Something about the interview must have wounded her. I want to hold her, but I can’t.
 
   “What is it?” I whisper even softer.
 
   She doesn’t answer. 
 
   “Players’ Box, attention please,” Mr. Chauncer’s voice returns, louder than before. The player on the other side of Star winces at the volume, and I lean back into my own chair. I’ll just have to talk to her later. “The second prize is about to arrive. Ladies, the New York Family offers you Bing Troublefield the Fourth.”
 
   Troublefield? The Fourth? 
 
   Impossible.
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   Two tall boys enter the central room wearing jet-black suits and golden ties. They knock each other’s chests in a playful kind of roughness, and I zero in on the one who sits in Flora’s old seat. That must be Bing. But—he can’t be a Troublefield. He’s an Easy, for God’s sake, and he doesn’t look a thing like me. His skin is strangely tan, and his honey hair looks slick and hard, as if it’s been polished with wax. He’s a pretty boy—and he might even be wearing makeup. No, we are not related. We are barely the same species. 
 
   I know he has the family name, but that has to be a coincidence. It has to be. He must be from a different line because my Troublefields—true Troublefields—would never have stayed up here when their family was still trapped in the Dark Zone. They would’ve found a way to join us in Dark DC or they would’ve died trying. That’s how strong the Troublefield bond is supposed to be: Walls can’t separate us and scarcity can’t divide us. We are bigger than that. Better. This Bing can’t be my cousin—or uncle, or nephew, whatever. 
 
   Still, I can’t help but squint my eyes and scour him for any sign of Aura, Burn, or me. Bing sits with his back slouched and one leg angled lazily across the other. He raises an arm to scratch his neck, and his sleeve falls slightly to reveal the Troublefield family crest on the soft side of his wrist. My mouth drops open. The thick black T is there. Inside the shield. On Bing. His shield is more elaborate than mine—with leafy ivy curled around the sides and eagle wings spread in the background—but the core of the tattoo is right in front of my eyes. I can’t deny it anymore—he is family.
 
   I’m in shock: Troublefields. Here. Not just in America, but here. Part of my family is Easy and worse: They are part of the ruling class. They are one of thirty Families behind everything I’ve ever despised, and it’s enough to make me feel sick, or at the very least, betrayed. My gut wrenches. Troublefields are supposed to stand up for each other, but these people—these Easies—abandoned us for this. I feel my eyebrows fall as disbelief sours into anger. In seconds, I am seething. Bing smirks with Easy confidence and rests his hands on a small mound of fat spilling over the top of his pants. Those hands don’t deserve to touch Star, and they don’t deserve the name they carry. I want to rip them off.
 
   “Welcome, ladies,” his interviewer says. I keep my eyes glued to Bing. “My name is Tristan, and I’m here to interview my man, Bing. We’re both excited to have a house full of ladies tonight.”
 
   Bing smirks. “Very,” he says. 
 
   “I’m Bing’s best friend,” Tristan says. “We go way back.”
 
   “Unfortunately.”
 
   “Look at that spice, ladies,” Tristan says. 
 
   Bing slides his chin back into his neck and snickers. A layer of fat bulges beneath his jaw, and the smug sound makes me want to kill him. These idiots aren’t showing a shred of respect for the interview. Hell, it doesn’t look like there’s an honorable bone in Bing’s fleshy body at all. He’s disgracing our lineage—and our name.
 
   “I watched Clementine’s interview style, and I have to say, well done,” Tristan says. He claps a little bit and Bing laughs. “My style is a little bit different. I like to keep it a little more casual. Lighten the mood. You ladies will get to know the real Bing, the way he is naturally. Bing is a pretty laid-back guy, you’ll see, and I just want to let that shine through. So, let’s get this show going.
 
   “Bing, tell us about yourself,” Tristan says. “Start with the boring stuff.”
 
   “Sure thing,” Bing says, smoothing the hair above his ears lightly with his fingertips. “I’m seventeen. Grew up in the city—”
 
   Star can’t be taking him seriously. I turn slightly and see her scrawling notes on her forearm in black pen. She finishes curling the y in city, and I stare at the ink in horror. She must sense me looking at her, but she writes on. I don’t want her to write anymore. She can’t play him. She absolutely cannot play Bing.
 
   “Star!” I whisper forcefully before I can stop myself. The word just jumped out of my mouth, but she doesn’t even flinch. She keeps writing, and I have the urge to rip the pen out of her hand. Not Bing, I want to tell her. Anyone but Bing. It hits too close to home—playing him would hurt me too much. I snap once to get her attention, but she doesn’t seem to hear that, either. She must be in one of her goddamn dazes, and I grip the arm of my seat in anger. She’s lost her mind again. 
 
   Bing and Tristan are snickering about something.
 
   “So Bing,” Tristan prompts, letting his laughter subside. “Describe your dream wife.” 
 
   Bing leans forward. “Can I be honest with you?” he asks.
 
   “Yeah, man. That’s the point of today.”
 
   “Mr. Chauncer told all the prizes to be direct,” Bing says. Oh no. I feel the dread of something even worse about to happen. “DZs can get confused, you know. Everything is so new to them, or something like that. I wasn’t really paying attention. But the point is I’m going to say exactly what I want out of the Carnival. I’m not going to dress it up.”
 
   “Go for it, man,” Tristan says. 
 
   “It’s going to sound crude,” Bing warns. 
 
   “You gotta be honest,” Tristan said. 
 
   “Okay, then,” Bing says. “So, I’ve followed the No Touching rule my whole life. That means I’ve never put my hand on a girl outside the Family and, honestly, I’m sick of it. I’m here because I’m looking for a DZ with some experience. You get me?”
 
   “Of course,” Tristan says. 
 
   “It’s been a nightmare,” Bing says, leaning back and playing with his tie. “I mean, Tristan, you know what it’s like, we’ve gone through it together, and it’s been hell. So I want a DZ who knows how to please a guy. Not some shy girl. I’m not teaching anyone how to kiss, okay?”
 
   “Hey, if you’re not a teacher, you’re not a teacher,” Tristan says, shrugging.
 
   “And I want someone attractive,” Bing says. “DZs are all pretty skinny, so that’s fine, but in America, she has to keep her body tight.”
 
   I might actually kill him. Star writes his filth on her arm. The words tight body are sprawled across the soft bend in her elbow. I can’t take it anymore. I reach over and pull the pen out of her hand. Her jaw drops in shock, but I don’t care. There’s no way I’m letting her near Bing, and that starts with making sure she has no chance with him. It’s not just that seeing them together would tear me apart—it’s that he would hurt her. Mistreat her. Use her. And then forget her. He’s not looking for true love at all. Couldn’t care less about true love if it hit him in the middle of his Easy face. 
 
   Star swivels to make sure no one else saw me take her pen. None of the other players are paying us any attention, so right now, I think we’re safe. Goddammit, Phoenix, that was too close. I can’t put us in danger like that again. If anyone found out Star and I are in love, we’d be disqualified just like Laser and Sunshine. Wick would never get the power he needs, and we’d end up in isolation quarters. Whatever the hell that means. 
 
   “We have a question from one of the ladies now,” Tristan says. “One player wants to know what turns you on.”
 
   “Experience,” Bing says. “One of us has to know what we’re doing.”
 
   “I get that,” Tristan says.
 
   “And makeup,” Bing says. “Lots of makeup.”
 
   I can’t listen to Bing anymore. I rest my fingers on my temples and stare at my knees. For the rest of his interview, I fade in and out until he gets to his autobiography. Bing talks for less than a minute about his family—he has one older sister, two parents, and they all call each other by their first names—and then he moves on. Doesn’t mention them again for the rest of the interview. I gape in disbelief. He has the crest but none of the conviction, and it makes me realize: I’m not so different from Aura and Burn after all. Now, looking at Bing, I see what different really means. 
 
   “Well, it’s been lovely spending this night with you, ladies,” Tristan says. His sarcasm drips like oil. They stand up to leave and exit with a proud bounce in their steps. Because they have no cares and nothing to carry. Tristan pats Bing on the butt. 
 
   “My pen,” Star prompts in a faint whisper.
 
   I stare vacantly at the chair where Bing was sitting. I must look exactly the way she did after Flora’s interview, and now I understand how she was feeling: jealous. Angry at someone who didn’t deserve the other. But more than anything else, helpless to stop it. I rest the pen on the end of my arm rest, and Star takes it quickly. Rustles and whispers continue around us as the players digest Bing’s preferences. Some of the girls look afraid.
 
   “Players’ Box, attention please,” Mr. Chauncer calls. “The last eligible daughter of the evening has arrived. Gentlemen, please welcome the next prize: Hazel Smith of the Michigan Family.”
 
   A Suit enters the protected oval, followed by the girl who must be Hazel. I have to focus again. It’s difficult, but I have to forget Bing’s dreams for sex right now and move on. Focus, Phoenix. I pretend I’m lying on my stomach outside my house, watching another white-tailed deer. The deer is completely unaware, and this time the deer’s name is Hazel. Forget Bing, forget Star, forget Flora and everything else.
 
   Hazel’s violet shift is very long and shapeless. It falls loosely down to an inch above her heels, where the ragged hem looks very slightly torn. A silver snake-shaped bracelet curls up one of her forearms, and she looks irritated as she sinks into her armchair. Her nose is wrinkled in distaste, and she’s staring only at the floor. I look more closely at her face and see that she is not wearing a speck of makeup. Her olive skin is bare, and she scowls with a fierceness I wouldn’t expect from an Easy.
 
   “I will be interviewing Hazel tonight,” the Suit says. He sits rigidly with the tablet on his lap. His large body looks awkward in the chair, as if he’s unaccustomed to sitting down. “Her recent trouble with the law requires a slight bending of tradition.”
 
   Hazel crosses her arms and narrows her eyes.
 
   “Please tell the players what happened,” the Suit says.
 
   Hazel is silent.
 
   “Go on, Hazel,” he orders.
 
   “I got a DUI a few days ago,” she says firmly.
 
   “A DUI means—” the Suit begins.
 
   “That I was driving drunk,” Hazel interrupts.
 
   “You proceeded to throw a beer bottle at a police officer from your car,” the Suit says. “He had to be rushed to a hospital.”
 
   Hazel starts tapping one of her black high heels. They are studded with dull silver spikes and decorative chains that jostle with her fidgeting. She lifts her eyes to stare at the Suit and uncrosses her arms briefly to scratch her head. Her jet-black hair is pulled into a high ponytail, and she fidgets with the hair tie for a second before yanking it out completely. Her hair falls down to her shoulders, and she flicks the hair tie across the room. It bounces off the glass right in front of me, making a couple of players flinch. 
 
   “Please excuse us, players, but today’s interview with Hazel will be condensed,” the Suit says. “Hazel, describe the person you would like to marry.”
 
   She sits silently. 
 
   “Go on,” the Suit presses.
 
   “I don’t know,” Hazel says. 
 
   “Try,” the Suit urges once more.
 
   “I said I don’t know,” Hazel answers sharply. She recovers herself slightly and runs one hand through her hair. A horizontal wave remains from where the hair tie used to squeeze. “I mean, I guess I’d like a guy who gets me.”
 
   “Explain,” the Suit demands.
 
   “I just did,” Hazel says. 
 
   “Explain more.”
 
   “This is exactly what I mean!” Hazel snaps. “You don’t get me. No one gets me. I’m always made out to be the freak and, you know what? It pisses me off. So, yeah, I drink. Yeah, I screw up, but maybe I want a guy who doesn’t treat me like I’m so different. Maybe I want a guy who lets himself get angry or mean because, you know what? No one is perfect, and I’m sick of people pretending to be. Maybe I want someone just as flawed as I am, so we can cut all the bullshit and just have something real.”
 
   The boy sitting next to me screams. Star and I turn to see Blaze lift his hand from the red Swiss army knife he has just lodged in the boy’s thigh. Its red handle sticks straight up, and Star covers her mouth in horror when she realizes that Blaze has stabbed him. The boy’s hands hover in shock over the wound that bleeds in a tight circle around the blade’s edges. Blaze turns his head away from the boy indifferently to stare at Hazel through the glass. He bangs his fist on the partition to get her attention.
 
   “Hazel!” he shouts. “I’m your man!”
 
   The seated Suit presses two fingers to his ear and stands. He beckons Hazel after him with a massive hand, and she follows him instantly out of the oval. Blaze continues to whale on the glass even after the central room is empty. I take a cautionary step back because I think he just might shatter it. 
 
   “Male players, exit the Box immediately,” Mr. Chauncer says. “Return to your rooms. I repeat: Exit the players’ Box and return to your rooms.”
 
   Blaze turns to face the half circle of players behind him—including Star and me. Oh no. He puffs his chest beneath a navy suit, stretching his vest across his broad frame, and the round buttons look at risk of popping off under the pressure. His brown eyes flit across us quickly, not dwelling long enough to recognize Star and me behind our makeovers. And suddenly it hits me: If he remembers our faces from Dark DC, he could expose our relationship. He could end once and for all any chance we have to win a prize. I gulp and feel my hair stand on end. I have to get out of here because Blaze is an even bigger danger than I thought.
 
   “Hazel is mine,” Blaze declares. He steps forward and rips his knife out of the boy’s thigh. The boy cries out in agony, but Blaze ignores the wailing and wipes the blood callously on his own sleeve. “And I’ll fight anyone who gets between us.”
 
   A rat-faced player pushes past Star and runs toward Blaze with clenched fists. Blaze swings a heavy punch and knocks him out instantly. Less than a second later, five more DZs rush toward Blaze to take on his challenge for Hazel. Now’s my chance to leave. I say good-bye to Star with my eyes and join the throng of frightened DZs jogging to the exit. I duck and stay low to the ground, weaving through the crowd and into the first elevator that opens. It’s crammed with quivering DZs who look much better suited for Flora. As soon as the doors shut, I notice Tinder in the corner. 
 
   And he’s smiling. 
 
   I can only stare. Shallow breaths fill the elevator, which deepen the lower we drop. Everyone else’s face is blank with fear, but Tinder has not stopped grinning. When the doors open to the lobby, I wriggle toward him and grab his arm, hard. 
 
   “What the hell is wrong with you?” I bark. 
 
   “Nothing,” he says, but he still looks happy.
 
   “That!” I say, pointing at his mouth. “Why are you smiling?”
 
   “Am I?” he says. “It’s nothing. I just like this Carnival thing.”
 
   We pause outside the elevator. I get it now: Tinder likes one of the prizes. Actually likes her. Jesus. I pull him by the collar toward Tower One. He must be thinking of Flora because I can’t imagine him with Hazel. Photographers snap our pictures callously as we step through the glass tunnel, but I ignore them all to think: Only one player per suite can play each prize. That’s what the schedule told us on our phones. So, between Tinder and me, only one of us will be able to play Flora. The other will have to risk his life fighting Blaze for Hazel. It looks like Tinder’s going to try for Flora, but I can’t be thrown into that ring of DZs against Blaze. He still could recognize me—or worse. I grind my teeth in frustration.
 
   I need to talk to Star about this.
 
   Tinder and I rise in an elevator to our room. He still has that stupid grin on his face. When the number above the door flashes past 30, I hit the 31 button quickly, and the elevator stops. I step out onto Star’s floor. Tinder looks confused as the doors shut, but I don’t explain. The truth is I like someone here too. The only girl I’ll ever be able to love is another player in the Carnival, and I’m waiting for her now so we can plan who we each will play.                
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   I wait an hour before anyone arrives. Now the elevator doors are opening, and I bolt upright from my spot on the floor between suites. Star stands alone in the center of the elevator, wrapped in her own arms for comfort. Star looks up and gasps when she sees me. One hand rises to hold her chest.
 
   “You scared me,” she whispers. 
 
   “I had to see you.”
 
   She smiles nervously and exits the elevator with small steps. I nod my head to tell her that we’re alone, and she reaches for my hand to guide me into her suite. I grip her fingers harder than I intend to, but I just don’t want to let her go. Inside, her foyer looks exactly like mine: white. Round. Beaming. Enormous. Two boys our age sit beyond the columns in reclining chairs reading Spotlight and Zig-Zag. Walking lightly so they don’t hear us, Star and I creep toward her lavender bedroom and lock the door without being seen. 
 
   New York City glows outside her floor-length window. I can see miles of yellow windows from here, but I don’t want to think about Easies right now. I just want to be with Star. I draw the thick purple curtains shut to block out most of the glare, leaving one vertical slit between them. With the lights off in Star’s bedroom, this slit casts a stark rectangle of brightness through the air and across the floor. We stand to face each other in the one section of light. Everything around us is darkness.
 
   “Oh, Phoenix,” she cries. She falls into me, and I cradle the back of her head.
 
   I know, Star. 
 
   “Who was the last prize?” I whisper.
 
   She points to her arm where she wrote: Wesley Parker. The rest of her notes run across her forearm in swerving print: 
 
   17yrsold                            
 
   Takes care of older sister’s children after she passed away               
 
   Pennsylvania Family member
 
   Wants someone who will put “family first” 
 
   Nice smile              
 
   Nice smile?
 
   I stare in horror at the words. Without thinking, I grab Star by the elbow and pull her close. She stumbles forward as I lick my thumb and rub it across the phrase. As fast as I can. Right goddamn now. Before I can smudge anything, Star yanks herself out of my grasp and cradles her forearm across her chest. She’s panting slightly from the effort and now she’s stepping cautiously away, her eyes wide and her eyebrows high with fear. I take a bold step toward her. Get back here.
 
   “Let me see your arm,” I demand.
 
   “No,” she whispers timorously.
 
   “Why not? Are you hiding something?”
 
   “I’m not hiding anything,” she pleas.
 
   “Then what the hell do you mean by ‘nice smile’?” 
 
   “Phoenix, please,” she begs. “He wants a girl with a nice smile. It’s not that I think he has a nice smile. It’s the other way around.”
 
   “What?” I snap. The words haven’t hit me yet. I process them slowly and realize the depth of my error. Star didn’t betray me at all. This should calm me down, but I’m still tense. I feel it in my neck. “Look, I’m sorry, okay?”
 
   Star has retreated all the way to the wall, out of the oasis of light. Her black cap-sleeve dress is almost invisible, but I can see her pale shoulders turn away from me to hide her precious notes. She’s cradling her arm as if it’s Wick himself. I rub my neck and look back through the vertical slit left between the curtains. They did this to us. For every yellow window, there’s at least one wretched Easy, and they are all letting Star and me go through hell. I turn back toward her. She’s cowering. 
 
   “Just let’s forget it,” I snap. “We should plan our plays.”
 
   “I think you should leave,” she whispers.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “You’re changing,” she says. “You’re…angry. Listen to yourself.”
 
   “Of course I’m angry,” I spit. “I have to hunt one of those prizes!” I watch her cringe and realize my mistake. “No, not hunt,” I clarify. “I mean seduce. I’m not going to hurt anyone, I’m just thinking about the Carnival as a hunt, okay?”
 
   But I want to kick myself for slipping up the words in front of her. They echo in my mind—I have to hunt one of those prizes—and realize Star is right: I do sound different. Meaner. And I really should calm down. The whole point of crossing the Frontier was to keep Star and me together, and now I’m pushing her away with my anger. I sit in darkness on the edge of her bed and stare at the faint outlines of my hands. Just stare at them and breathe. Think of Star, I remind myself. Take care of her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I try again. 
 
   She walks tentatively toward me.
 
   “I came here to plan who we’ll play,” I explain. “I didn’t mean to—”
 
   “It’s okay,” she says softly. She sits next to me in the light and takes my hand. I gaze tenderly at her small fingers. “Who are you playing?”
 
   “Flora,” I say without hesitating. I decided that while I was waiting for Star. I don’t know how I’ll convince Tinder to play Hazel, but I’ll have to find a way. Star is silent now, and I raise my head to see she looks hurt by my certainty. I add quickly, “But only because of Blaze’s challenge. I can’t throw myself into that. Starlight, that’s not good for us.”
 
   “Do you think Flora is pretty?” Star asks.
 
   “She’s an Easy, Star,” I spit. 
 
   “Okay, fine, play her,” she says. She stands up again and walks toward the window, crossing her arms and looking out at the city. I sigh and follow her, gently resting my chin on her shoulder. She lets me wrap my arms around her.
 
   “You’re the only one in my heart, Star,” I say. “I swear it. The only reason I’m here is for us. The only reason I’m brainwashing myself and trying to win this thing is to get Wick that electricity so that you can be happy, so that we can finally be together again. Can you please try to see that?”
 
   She nods and squeezes my hands back.  
 
   “You’re warm,” she says.
 
   “I’d be so cold without you,” I say, hugging her tightly. “Just do me a favor?”
 
   She nods.
 
   “If you play Wesley, don’t look at his smile,” I say.
 
   Star laughs, and I melt a little bit. She turns around to face me until our noses are just a breath apart. I always get the idea to kiss her at the worst times, but I cannot lean in now. She is not happy yet, or safe. Instead, we hold each other until Star is convinced that I am still Phoenix from Dark DC. I close my eyes and cradle her body gently, and when she finally trusts me again, I leave her suite and take the elevator up to my floor. 
 
   I should be focusing on Flora, but my mind is distracted by Star. Less than one day in this place, and we’ve already fought. The elevator arrives, and I exit absorbed in my own mind. Ever since I got here, I’ve done nothing but burden Star. Scare her. Push us apart. Hell, we might have been closer to each other this morning when I left Silk and we thought we’d never see each other again…But my shoulders twitch to shake off the thought. 
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   I wake up to a buzzing Schedule Alert. Welcome to day two. From under my navy-blue cotton pillow, I pull out my phone.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   08:00 a.m.–11:30 a.m. PROFILES.
 
   Location: Your suite on floor 33. Description: Make your Carnival profile. This will be the only public part of the event. Computers will be provided.
 
    
 
   I wipe the sleep off my face with my hand and roll out of bed. The alert doesn’t make any sense, but it’s early. I kick aside the fabric chairs I wedged against my door handle last night and wander toward the lazy noises of my suitemates. They’re in the living room reading magazines. Tinder looks up at me, chipper as ever.
 
   “Morning,” I grumble. 
 
   Tinder holds up today’s edition of Zig-Zag. I’m on the cover.
 
   Now I’m awake. I grab the magazine out of his hands and scan it. A picture of me on the red carpet glaring at one of the cameras. My lean face is smeared with patches of brown dirt, and only the whites of my focused eyes are shining. Small snowflakes frozen in time surround me, and a few stick to my thick eyebrows, pulled together in a rage. I remember that moment and grimace. I wanted to destroy every Easy in the crowd.
 
   “Congratulations,” Elektra says without looking up. 
 
   I flip quickly through the magazine. The opening blurb tells me that the names of the prizes are kept secret, but Zig-Zag’s “sources” confirm that Flora Chauncer is one. The same “sources” also confirm that Suzanna-Marie Ett is a prize this year. Nope. Nice reporting, Zig-Zag. I keep skimming until I reach the Hot List, a spread of good-looking DZs. Including Elektra. Her glossy photo shows her blowing a kiss from inside the glass tunnel. I didn’t make the list, and neither did Star, but at least we’re not on the Not List. This slew of pictures shows strange-looking DZs caught off guard.
 
   The collage right after the Not List is titled Best Butt. Star has made this list. My eyes widen to take in the picture of her bending over to pick up her phone. She hinges at the waist to graze the carpet with her fingers. From the side, her arms and legs form two sides of a triangle, with her black dress snug around her butt at the top. What Easies. My thumbs dig into the magazine so hard that its surface bends in a wave. I imagine Bing and Tristan pointing at the picture and nudging each other in the ribs. The thought makes my skin crawl. I slam Zig-Zag on the floor. As I glare at it, the doorbell to our suite rings. 
 
   Elektra springs toward the door and passes me before I even take my first step. Her pink silk robe is short, and its hem flaps to reveal her thighs as she moves. She climbs lithely over the furniture barricade and opens the door a crack, slipping effortlessly into the hallway.
 
   “Goddamn,” I mutter.
 
   “Watch your language,” Tinder says.
 
   He’s serious.
 
   Elektra emerges carrying a familiar white box. It looks heavy, but just as deftly as before, she scrambles over the furniture. She lays the Carnival box on the layer of magazines over the glass table. Without wasting a second—as the queen of efficiency—she pulls a dangling earring out from her left earlobe and uses its sharp edge to cut through the black ribbon. She works so fast that I can barely see her hands as she tosses the severed ties to the side. Taking a deep breath, she lifts the box top.
 
   “Laptops!” Tinder exclaims.
 
   From the sofa, he reaches for one of the three silver devices. Tinder unfolds it and rests it on his lap. Elektra takes the second one, and I lift the last one slowly from the bottom of the heap. I unfold it just like Elektra and Tinder did and wriggle onto the sofa between them. Like the old ones I saw in the Dark Zone, the bottom surface of this laptop is covered in black buttons. The top is a thin screen. Suddenly, this screen turns white, except for a message that both Elektra and Tinder are avidly reading:
 
   Welcome.
 
   Use this computer to create your profile. Your profile will include everything the prizes want to know about you: pictures, updates, and personal information. Your profile will be seen by the prizes, other players, and the world as part of www.TheCarnival2082.com.
 
   The screen changes to show a grid of players’ names below rectangular frames. All of the frames are outlined thinly in black and filled with empty white space—except for one. This unusual box displays a picture of some DZ sitting on a piano bench. I check the name beneath: Ray. He smiles harmlessly at the camera and rests his hands on the keys. Judging by how sweet he looks, I can tell he’s playing Flora.
 
   I touch the screen and notice it moves with my fingers. Using my fingertips, I search the grid until I find my name. When I thumb my name, it enlarges and drifts to the top of the screen. My empty rectangle drifts to the left, and everything else disappears. Instead, questions drop down the center and right sides of the screen beneath the headline Personal Information. 
 
   A dotted line runs across the middle of the screen. A small text box tells me that everything above this line is public, and everything below is for prize eyes only. Under the line, a square map shows a pattern of overlapping roads and skyscrapers viewed from above. A golden circle glows brightly in the center. I hold my hand in front of my face and gaze at my ring. This map must show exactly where I am. Finally, the last part of the profile below the dotted line lists which prize I will play:
 
   I, Phoenix, Commit to Play: _____________
 
   Right now, that part is blank. There are two options for me in a drop-down menu: Flora M. Chauncer and Hazel K. Smith. Next to the options, a submit button seems to allow us to save our choice. I lean toward Tinder and eye his profile to make sure ours look the same. He has already entered who he wants to play: 
 
   I, Tinder, Commit to Play: Flora M. Chauncer
 
   “Tinder,” I snap, “aren’t we going to talk about that first?”
 
   “He’s playing Flora,” Elektra says. “If you have a problem, talk to me.”
 
   “Elektra,” I say, “let’s talk.”
 
   “Oh, just look at him,” she says. She outlines Tinder vaguely with her palm. “He doesn’t have a shot with Hazel. You do.”
 
   This is infuriating. Look at him? No, look at me! Elektra hasn’t met my eyes once all morning, and she’s already decided who we each will play. Her black nails tap expertly on the buttons of her computer in a flurry of heartless clicks. A few more clicks, and I’m going to rip that laptop out of her hands.
 
   “Elektra,” I say, gripping my computer, “if I play Hazel, Blaze will try to kill me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Phoenix,” Tinder says tearfully. “But I think I love Flora.”
 
   “No, you don’t,” I retort.
 
   “I felt the True Love at First Sight,” he says.
 
   “That’s not real!” I shout. “Don’t you understand anything?”
 
   I slam my laptop shut and punch down on the glass of the table before me. It shatters instantly, and Tinder screams. All of the magazines fall onto the plush cream carpet, and my fist emerges from the mess covered in blood. I turn to face Elektra. Maybe now she’ll listen to me. She reaches quickly for her phone, and the next thing I know, it’s flashing like a camera.
 
   “Perfect,” she says. “I think we have a prof pic.”
 
   She spins her phone around and shows me the picture. My bare chest is flexed in anger. My fist is still clenched and dripping blood. I look mean—like the kind of person who would throw a beer bottle at a police officer—but I look good. Suddenly, I realize what she means. It kills me, but Elektra is right. Not only is my best shot with Hazel, but I wouldn’t stand a chance in the pool for Flora. My rage is too obvious.
 
   “Fine,” I say. “And who are you playing, Elektra?”
 
   “Wesley,” she says. 
 
   “Yeah, you and everyone else,” I mutter spitefully.
 
   “Half,” Tinder corrects me. “Only half of the girls can play Wesley. Remember what our phones said on Prize Night. ”
 
   Shut up, Tinder.
 
   “I’d rather marry him than Bing,” she says, shrugging.
 
   Of course. She’s so confident that she’s doing the choosing. And I put my life on the line just to have a shot. I wipe my fist against the white cushion behind me, leaving a red streak in the shape of Blaze’s Swiss army knife. 
 
   Enough blood for now. It’s time to finish the profiles.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   In Elektra’s profile picture, she lies on her stomach on her lavender bed with her head cradled in her hands. Her feet are crossed in the background holding a small pink pillow between them. She looks relaxed, but it took fifty shots to get the one she wanted. She had to have the perfect amount of collar bone peeking over the top of her cardigan. Tinder took every picture. He ran around her bed flashing his phone camera for half an hour while she worked on looking “natural.” He even crawled on the carpet toward her when she wanted to try different angles. I stood in the corner and nodded, but I was no help at all.
 
   Tinder’s profile picture was much easier. Elektra layered two sweaters over his bony chest and thrust a book in his hands. That was it. In the shot, he’s looking up at her from where he’s seated on the floor. His smile came out right the first time: embarrassed but sweet. Without even trying, he might be right for Flora. 
 
   And I’m braced to fight for my life.
 
   I, Phoenix, Commit to Play: Hazel K. Smith
 
   “Are you done yet?” Elektra asks.
 
   I haven’t even started the rest.
 
   “Almost,” I lie.
 
   “Here, let’s switch,” she says. “I’ll read yours and you read mine.”
 
   From her seat next to me on the sofa, she shoves her computer in my hand and takes mine before I can protest. I might as well do what she says. She hasn’t been wrong yet.
 
    
 
   ELEKTRA [Click to Edit]
 
   AGE: 16 
 
   FAITH: Christian
 
   HEIGHT: 5’8”
 
   BODY: Healthy
 
   DRINKING/DRUGS: Never
 
   ABOUT ME: 
 
   Hi, there. Well, I don’t talk that often about myself, but...I guess I could start by talking about my family. My two sisters Dawn and Summer are my best friends. Our parents raised us to believe that family is the most important part of being human. I consented for myself to get them the power that they needed, and now that I’m here, I’d like to start a family of my own.
 
   HAVE YOU EVER BEEN IN LOVE?              
 
   I was in love once, and my heart was broken. I don’t want to reveal all of the details, but I will say that I’m grateful to have healed. I feel ready to move on andshare my life with someone new and kind
 
   WHAT ARE YOU GOOD AT?
 
   I’ve been told that I’m good at listening. It’s important to me that others feel heard, especially young people. Minds seem to grow best when they are given lots of attention. 
 
   WHAT CAN’T YOU LIVE WITHOUT?
 
   I can’t live without feeling connected to other people. DZs have a strong sense of community, and I’d like to find that in America. 
 
   WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM THE CARNIVAL?                                          
 
   Someone whom I can love deeply, and who will love me in return and treat my heart with care.I think that someone is Wesley 
 
    
 
   “Any suggestions?” Elektra asks.
 
   “Honestly?” I say. “I wouldn’t change a thing. You nailed it.”
 
   She lets a smile flicker across her face for a second. Then it’s gone.
 
   “Here,” she says, handing my computer back to me. “I filled out yours.”
 
   I gulp. Right now, I can only bear to skim it.
 
    
 
   PHOENIX
 
   AGE: 18
 
   FAITH: Atheist
 
   HEIGHT: 6’0”
 
   BODY: Strong enough
 
   DRINKING/DRUGS: Sometimes
 
   ABOUT ME: 
 
   I grew up in the dark. Not all DZs really do—some have fire all the time. They have enough to burn that they can do that. But there’s not much where I’m from. I’ve never had enough. So I’ve spent my days hungry and cold. Not going to recover from that quickly. 
 
   HAVE YOU EVER BEEN IN LOVE?              
 
   Not yet.
 
   WHAT ARE YOU GOOD AT?
 
   Good aim. Give me something to hit—anything, any time, in any weather—and I will. When I have my eye on something, I get it.
 
   WHAT CAN’T YOU LIVE WITHOUT?
 
   Freedom. I’m not here to be chosen by any prize. I’m here to see if there’s a prize I want to choose. I play by my own rules.
 
   WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM THE CARNIVAL?                                          
 
   Someone to run with.
 
    
 
   Not yet.              
 
   Her answer to the question—“Have you ever been in love?”—echoes in my mind. Of course I’ve been in love. For five years, I haven’t stopped being in love. I imagine Star reading those two little words and crumbling. I touch the screen to change it, but it won’t let me.
 
   “It’s done,” Elektra says. “I submitted it for you.”               
 
   Her words hit me like bricks. As the rest of my profile washes over me, I feel like I’m drowning. I’m sixteen, not eighteen. I’m five foot ten, not six foot. And I have without a shadow of a doubt been in love—that answer alone would make me a completely different person. She’s turned me into a stranger.
 
   “Does it matter if this is true?” I snarl.
 
   She shakes her head no, but she’s not really paying attention. 
 
   “Tinder, this is perfect,” she says. “I’m not changing a thing.”
 
   “Let me see that,” I say. 
 
   I grab the laptop from Elektra and pore over the profile.
 
    
 
   TINDER [Click to Edit]
 
   AGE: 17 
 
   FAITH: Christian
 
   HEIGHT: 5’8”
 
   BODY: Smaller
 
   DRINKING/DRUGS: Never
 
   ABOUT ME: 
 
   I’m curious. I grew up in a university still filled with books, and I guess I got used to being able to know what I wanted to. There aren’t a lot of people my age where I’m from, because I guess there aren’t a lot of people there anyway, so I spent a lot of time reading by myself or with adults. I guess I just like learning.
 
   HAVE YOU EVER BEEN IN LOVE?              
 
   Honestly? Never.
 
   WHAT ARE YOU GOOD AT?
 
   I’m real. I don’t really hide things about myself. When I tell lies, I just get too nervous and end up having to tell the truth anyway. So I learned to just start with the truth.
 
   WHAT CAN’T YOU LIVE WITHOUT?
 
   Other people. Everything at home was delegated in my family, so no one knew how to do everything themselves. We each had our own tasks. Here, I guess it’s different, but still I don’t know how a lot of your stuff works yet. So I rely on others. 
 
   WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM THE CARNIVAL?                                          
 
   Honestly? Flora.
 
    
 
   Wow. 
 
   Everything on here looks true. He really does like the Easy. I hope there’s not someone like this gunning for Hazel—someone who actually likes her, or even loves her. I don’t know how I’d be able to compete with that.
 
   Below his profile, there’s something I don’t recognize.
 
    
 
   TINDER
 
   15 mins ago: Hello, world!
 
   See Earlier Adds.
 
   USER 39629: He’s so cute!! Yes please!
 
   USER 10203: A nice young man. Pref
 
   USER 29033: loser
 
    
 
   “What’s this?” I ask, poking the screen. 
 
   “That’s just an update,” Tinder says, as if we understand. Elektra looks up quickly. For once, she doesn’t know something. I guess moments like these are why she wants us to work together so badly. 
 
   “Explain,” she says.
 
   “Oh, let me show you,” he says. He points to a plus sign below his personal information on the screen in front of me. When he presses it, he’s able to type something that appears on the screen—otherwise known as writing an update. “You use it to tell people what you’re doing, and it looks like people can add to our updates.”
 
   “What’s a pref?” I ask. I point to a word used in one of the Adds.
 
   “I know that,” Elektra says, wanting to redeem herself. She shows us the green arrow and the red arrow underneath Tinder’s picture. Next to each arrow is a number, and both numbers are slowly rising. “The green arrow is a pref, short for preference, and the red arrow is a pass. Everyone who goes on a profile can pref or pass it. The arrows tally how many people like us or don’t like us.”
 
   Tinder already has 1,001 prefs and 923 passes. I give Tinder back his computer and check out what Elektra is doing on hers. Not to be outdone, she’s typing an update as fast as she can:
 
    
 
   ELEKTRA
 
   Just now: Wesley warms my heart <3
 
    
 
   I should write one, too. My fingers hover over the letters for a little while before I can think of something to say. Got it.
 
   “Hey Elektra,” I say. “You were wrong.”
 
   She doesn’t respond.
 
   “Some people do want to marry a murderer,” I say as I type out my update. I watch as the Adds appear one after another:
 
    
 
   PHOENIX
 
   Just now: i'd kill for you, hazel
 
   See Earlier Adds.
 
   USER 76400: my man wont even open a door for me
 
   USER 00044: What would you do for me, Phoenix? ;)
 
   USER 49203: Trying way too hard 
 
    
 
   I swipe my hand to the left and summon the next profile. Methodically, I flip through the next few to see what I’m up against. It’s easy to tell which prizes DZs are playing from their pictures, even though none of the prizes’ names are actually listed. Half of the girls are trying to show how maternal they are, and the other half is almost naked. Half of the boys look sweet, and the other half—my half—look like murderers. 
 
   Like Blaze. In his profile picture, he has another player in a headlock and grins satanically. With his shirt off, I can see just how much bigger he is than me. Muscles bulge from his biceps like rocks. His abs are cut into eight packets of muscle, flexed in exertion. I feel like he’s looking at me.
 
    
 
   BLAZE
 
   AGE: 18 
 
   FAITH: Undecided
 
   HEIGHT: 6’3”
 
   BODY: Big
 
   DRINKING/DRUGS: Often
 
   ABOUT ME: 
 
   My suitemate Match is writing this because I don’t know how. I’m better with my hands than with my head. My parents consented for me so they could have the power for themselves. From Dark DC. Left a brother Spark behind at home, and it’s only a matter of time before my parents exchange him, too.
 
   HAVE YOU EVER BEEN IN LOVE?              
 
   Never met anyone my speed. 
 
   WHAT ARE YOU GOOD AT?
 
   Setting up camp. When I was ten, we got ambushed at night by a gang that beat my dad up and then robbed us blind. He made me learn about shelters after that, and then I became the guard. I made sure no one ever robbed us again. 
 
   WHAT CAN’T YOU LIVE WITHOUT?
 
   More.
 
   WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM THE CARNIVAL?                                          
 
   Hazel, you’re it.
 
    
 
   BLAZE
 
   Just now: All for you, Hazel ; ]
 
    
 
   I gulp. 
 
   “That’s a good one,” Elektra says, peering over my shoulder. 
 
   Not what I want to hear. A sinking feeling settles into my stomach, as if something has dropped inside me. I imagine myself in that headlock—sputtering red-faced with flailing arms—but I don’t want to think about Blaze anymore. I swipe through the remaining profiles to take my mind off of him. There’s no use imagining my own defeat. I swipe faster and faster looking for Star’s picture. When I finally find it, my jaw drops.
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   Star is playing Bing.
 
   Her profile picture shows her topless with her skinny arms crossed across her chest. She’s standing in front of her room’s floor-length window and winking with New York City in the background. The picture ends below her bellybutton, where she’s written two words in black ink across her fair stomach: Bing me. I inhale sharply. The phrase isn’t in her handwriting, and I can only imagine which DZ was that close to her. Defiling her.
 
   I can barely read the information below.
 
    
 
   STAR
 
   AGE: 16 
 
   FAITH: Spiritual
 
   HEIGHT: 5’6”
 
   BODY: Happy
 
   DRINKING/DRUGS: Sometimes
 
   ABOUT ME: 
 
   I was always pretty well taken care of in the Dark Zone. I had a lot of guy friends and they made sure I was never cold or lonely or hungry. I really like America so far. Everyone seems really friendly, and I feel really comfortable here. I thought I’d be rejected for being a DZ, but I’ve gotten a lot of good attention.
 
   HAVE YOU EVER BEEN IN LOVE?              
 
   Lots, but it’s never lasted long. I’m not sure if I’ve ever had real true love, but I’ve at least been pretty close, I think. And it felt really good.
 
   WHAT ARE YOU GOOD AT?
 
   I’m friendly. I make friends really easily, and my relationships tend to move pretty quickly. I just feel a lot at once, and I don’t think it’s good to hold those urges and desires inside…
 
   WHAT CAN’T YOU LIVE WITHOUT?
 
   Hmm. How about: pleasure.
 
   WHAT DO YOU WANT FROM THE CARNIVAL?                                          
 
   Love. Absolutely everything feels better in love.
 
    
 
   My blood is boiling. I ball my hands into fists, and the crimson cuts over my knuckles widen and sting. But I don’t care. Star is being ravaged right before my eyes—hell, worse than that. She’s being violated in front of the Easy world, and I can’t do a thing about it. As long as we need their power, I can’t show any kind of love for Star. Goddammit, I can’t defend her, and I have to let her play. 
 
   I look at her picture again, but this time I can only bear to look in her eyes. The only part of her that hasn’t been stripped. Those deep-blue eyes are the calm in the storm for me right now. In them, I see the DZ I still love. Star, my Starlight. My gaze drifts down to her thin and fragile shoulders, her delicate fair skin, and the weight of my own failure overtakes me. I should have sheltered her from this. I should have figured out a way to keep her clothes on. We’re going to get through this, I want to tell her. When this is over, we will find a way to be together. You will forget you ever took this picture. Just get through this week. 
 
   I scroll down to her update: 
 
    
 
   STAR
 
   5 mins ago:               Troublefield
 
   See Earlier Adds.
 
   USER 68210: Lucky bastard
 
   USER 11002: Starrawr
 
   USER 33021: Just where are the role models????
 
    
 
   Star! She must have made that update for me. There are a thousand different things she could have said, but she chose to use my name. This is her telling me not to worry. Everything is changing around us, but we are still us. I am her Phoenix Troublefield, and she is my Star Windsong. I touch her cheek lightly on the screen and trace down to her chin. The screen is warm, like she would be. I haven’t touched her in so long.
 
   All of our phones suddenly buzz once. We check the latest alert.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   11:30 a.m.–02:30 p.m. MEDICAL TESTS.
 
   Location: The Carnival Hospital on floor 11. Description: Basic health assessment.
 
    
 
   We look at each other for a moment and then bolt our separate ways to get dressed. I throw on the first outfit I can find, which happens to be a long-sleeve black flannel shirt and dark jeans. It looks like something I might wear back home, except this outfit is stiff and brand new. I slide my phone into my back pocket and slip on a pair of brown boots. Dragging furniture screeches across the foyer, followed by the pitter-patter of Elektra’s fast feet.
 
   “Come on!” she yells.
 
   I run out the front door with Tinder as he tugs an ultrasoft beige sweater over his head. Elektra holds the elevator impatiently. We dash inside to meet her. The small space fills with Tinder’s quick breaths as he recovers from the sprint, and I watch the golden doors glide slowly shut. When the doors are just a few inches from closing, an unfamiliar pair of hands suddenly forces them apart. 
 
   A hulking figure waits with three other DZs, and I realize they are from the suite next door. As they file into the elevator, I duck down immediately into the corner. The newcomers are each dressed differently, and it’s instantly clear who is playing Flora, Bing, Wesley, or Hazel. The boy who forced the elevator open is ripped, shirtless, and wearing a red bandana around his forehead—definitely playing Hazel.
 
   I wait tensely as the elevator drops. The floors pass by slowly. 
 
   “What are you looking at?” the bandana boy asks Tinder.
 
   “Your chest hair,” Tinder says honestly. 
 
   Come on, Tinder. Not now. Only five more floors to go. 
 
   “Cut it out,” the bandana boy says.
 
   “Okeydokey,” Tinder says.
 
   Here! The doors open, and bandana boy strides forward to exit first. Thank God. I should be proving how tough I am, but I have to be careful: The more attention I get, the more I risk getting recognized by Blaze. No, I can’t be reckless. If there’s one thing I’m learning from Elektra, it’s to be strategic.
 
   Crouching in the corner, I watch everyone exchange once-overs as they leave. Tinder and a sweet DZ in a pink bowtie watch each other warily, each of them clearly gauging who has a better chance with Flora. As they trudge out, I notice Elektra left waiting across from me. Her hair is swept into a low bun, and she wears a pale-green sweater dress. Everything about her carefully crafted look is soft and maternal except her face. Right now, she glares at me with disapproval. Reaching forward, she lifts me up by the ear and pulls me toward her. I cringe in pain. She’s stronger than she looks.
 
   “Baby, don’t act so soft,” she whispers. “You’re playing Hazel.”
 
   She kisses me on the ear. I wipe the residue off on my shoulder and ignore her threat for now because I want to take my bearings. We’ve landed on a strange floor. A dozen gray partitions protrude from one wall, and DZs gather by suite in between them. On the front of each divider is a large white number from one to fifteen. Each section seems to be a different station. I scan the room quickly for Star, but she’s nowhere to be seen. 
 
   Elektra leads our suite to an unoccupied area between two panels. The sterile space is wide and bare except for a middle-aged Easy standing tall in the center. He wears an all-white lab coat and matching pants. As we enter, he lowers the tablet raised in his hands, revealing a swath of his chest where I spot the letters TC. 
 
   My eyes bulge.
 
   “Your suite will rotate through the stations,” the Easy explains monotonously. He sounds bored, going through a standardized routine, but I’m rapt. I gape at the thick red stitching, the familiar TC woven elaborately above the name Philip Armstrong. This is the same kind of jacket I saw in the Dark Zone. The Easies who crashed through the Frontier wore coats like these, and I can’t tear my eyes away. “This station is simple. The only question I will ask is, have you touched any Americans since you arrived?”
 
   “No,” Elektra says.
 
   “Now wave your left hand over this tablet, and it will register your ring with your answer,” Mr. Armstrong says. “Next.”
 
   “No,” Tinder says.
 
   I’m not really listening. Their words float in and out of my mind, but I’m not processing them at all. Instead, I take a good look at the man beneath the coat. I can’t help but see similarities between him and the runaways: His face is faintly wrinkled, there’s a puff of fat in his cheeks, and his gray-white hair is neatly cut. Letting my gaze drift down, I fixate again on the TC. The Carnival. TC could stand for The Carnival. As soon as I think it, my jaw drops, bewildered. 
 
   I remember when I met the runaways. The image of their titanic black truck careening through the gate returns to me. The same type of truck drove me to the United States, and now I know that wasn’t a coincidence. I haven’t seen a car like that since I got here. Not when I arrived at The New York, and not in the streets I glimpse through windows. No, those vehicles are strictly for the Carnival. Mr. Fletcher and Mr. Harris drove one—dressed in their embroidered coats—because they worked here.
 
   Mr. Armstrong snaps his fingers twice in my face, and I startle back to reality. The interruption feels uncomfortably sudden, and I blink as I try to focus on him. “Have you or have you not touched any Americans since you arrived?” he asks, clearly irritated. His voice sounds impatient, as if he’s asked me this question before. 
 
   “No, Mr. Armstrong,” I say.
 
   “It’s Dr. Armstrong,” he corrects me, raising the tablet toward me like a platter. I wave my hand smoothly over its black surface. Before I finish, Elektra leaves impatiently for the next station, and Tinder follows close behind. Dr. Armstrong nods for me to join them. I take one last look at his coat before I walk slowly away.
 
   Around the next partition, two doctors stand with their backs to us. They wear the white jackets and hover over a silver table lined with syringes. One of them turns around, and suddenly I am confronted with Dr. Fletcher holding a syringe in each hand. I met this Easy in the Dark Zone, I’m sure of it. And now he’s here. In the light. When he sees me, his eyes flash with recognition, and he drops both syringes to the floor. Elektra sidesteps the flying glass and looks intently between Dr. Fletcher and me, trying to figure out what’s going on. 
 
   Dr. Fletcher recovers himself expertly.
 
   “I’m so sorry,” he says. 
 
   “Were those shots for us?” Tinder asks fearfully. 
 
   The second doctor exits promptly. I’m left standing in a line with Tinder and Elektra facing the lone Dr. Fletcher. I gulp. In front of him now, I can see him—really see him—under the ambient glow. He has thick eyebrows, a big nose, and a kind expression preserved in wrinkles. Altogether, he gives an impression of being…nice. I can hardly believe it, but it’s true. He turns back toward the table and taps his fingers faintly on the metal top. I’ve never thought of an Easy like this, but I sense that he means well. 
 
   The other doctor returns with fresh syringes, followed by two members of a cleaning crew. As they sweep up the mess, I scratch my head and doubt my own judgment. Dr. Fletcher can’t be nice. He lives in America, for God’s sake. He works for the Carnival. Still, in spite of that, there’s something about him that makes me feel like I can trust him. Yes, he’s an American, but he’s stepped foot in the Dark Zone. He’s done more damage to the Frontier than anyone I know and he lied to Frontmen. The more I think about it, the more I accept that Dr. Fletcher is not your typical Easy. He might be…good.
 
   “I’ll take my shots,” I say.
 
   I roll up my right sleeve and hold my bare forearm out in his direction. Dr. Fletcher turns around and takes my hand gently, as if he means no harm. His surgical glove feels cool against my knuckles. In his other hand, he holds the poised syringe. I look into his old and soft brown eyes, and I do trust him. I let him pierce me with the needle. 
 
   “I want to know what the shots are for,” Tinder says.
 
   “They’re vaccines,” Dr. Fletcher says.
 
   The second doctor grabs Elektra and starts to administer her treatment. She barely bats an eye as the needles slip in and out of her skin. Tinder, babbling about his concerns, incidentally turns his back to me and Dr. Fletcher. 
 
   In this brief moment of cover, Dr. Fletcher sidesteps toward the counter beyond the syringes. He grabs a pen and scrawls fast across a small pad of neon paper. His blue scribbles look like numbers, but I can’t really tell what he’s writing. Tinder continues on while Dr. Fletcher unsticks the note from its square stack and shoves it in my hand. We pause, still touching. The way he stares at me, so intense and trusting, I can tell that this message is meant only for me. I nod to show I understand. 
 
    “Well, can you tell me what measles is?” Tinder asks. He turns toward us with his arms crossed in distress. Apparently, the other doctor has stopped answering questions. Before I can panic—before Tinder glimpses our private moment—Dr. Fletcher withdraws his hand smoothly from mine and sinks a needle into my arm. 
 
   “Measles is a highly contagious disease,” Dr. Fletcher says. He presses a white cotton ball to the pink pinprick after he extracts my shot. He gestures Tinder toward him and grabs another syringe. “And it is entirely preventable. You can come closer now, it’s your turn. I’ll answer every question you have.”
 
   I take one step back from the action and hide both of my hands behind me. The note is still crumpled in my fist. Dr. Fletcher only wrote a quick line, but I let myself dream as to what it could be. Maybe it’s an explanation of what really happened the day we met. Why he gave himself up so soon and lied to the guards. Why he crashed through the Frontier in the first place. Or where Dr. Harris is now. As I feel the paper against my palm, my anticipation builds. But I won’t open it until I’m alone. 
 
   I slip the message discreetly into my pocket and wait.
 
   We rotate through the different stations. I make sure the tiny bump of paper in my jeans is safe while a pair of doctors takes our X-rays, checking for broken bones. Turns out that Tinder and I are okay, but Elektra has eight hairline fractures in her legs. The doctors want to attend to them now, but Elektra convinces them to wait until after the Carnival. She claims she can’t even feel them. Then another doctor checks our skin for rashes, cuts, and burns. He certifies Tinder and me clean, but he finds scars from significant second-degree burns over Elektra’s back. The doctor says that 10 percent of Elektra’s skin is scar tissue. Elektra nods without emotion as she listens to this report.
 
   As we leave the station, I grab Elektra’s arm. 
 
   “Elektra,” I say. “Hold on a second.”
 
   She rips her arm out of my grasp with ease.
 
   “How did you get so hurt?” I ask. 
 
   “I’m not hurt,” she says defiantly. “I’m strong, baby.”
 
   We fall silent as a suite of four DZs walks around us to enter a different station. One of them wears a black shirt with the sleeves cut off and the armholes draped loosely down to his waist. The shirt accentuates a tattoo of the Frontier around his bicep. Perfect for Hazel. I guide Elektra away from them so we can continue to talk.
 
   “What happened to you?” I ask again.
 
   “It takes work to become a Shadow,” she says with a shrug. 
 
   “Was it worth it?” I ask.
 
   “Of course,” she says. “I’m unstoppable now.”
 
    She blows me a kiss and walks behind partition fifteen. I shake my head and follow. Three doctors draw our blood into finger-length tubes for testing. I watch Elektra out of the corner of my eye. She sits on her metal stool with a perfectly straight back and blank face. I wonder if she was always like this. 
 
   We finish early and head for the exit. I want to read this note, but first I want to see Star. I search for her with my eyes in every station that we pass. When I spot a DZ in only her underwear, I unintentionally do a double take. This girl sits on a stool in a light-pink bra and panties having her hair checked for lice. The masked doctor parts her hair again with a metal stick and searches her scalp with gloved fingers. From her scant outfit, it’s clear that she’s playing Bing. This is what Star is up against. My stomach sinks when I imagine what Star is wearing, but I keep checking between the partitions. I need to find her. I don’t like going too long without seeing her, and I haven’t seen her all day. 
 
   There she is. 
 
   Finally, I see her. She stands by the partition closest to the elevators. About ten feet away. And she’s dressed. Her little red sweater doesn’t cover much, but at least it’s there above her tight jeans. Another player hulks over her with one hand pressed to the panel. I recognize the shoulders instantly: Blaze. A protective instinct pulls me toward them automatically. I speed up and clench my fists.
 
   “Did you see my prof pic?” he asks.
 
   “Maybe,” she flirts nervously. 
 
   “You got enough experience for Bing?” Blaze asks.
 
   The nerve. I’m almost in line with them now.
 
   “I think so,” Star says. She tries to giggle, but she fails.
 
   “I think you could use some practice,” Blaze says. “You should stop by my floor. Floor 32. We can practice together.”
 
   The hell you will. In a blur of movement, I lunge toward Blaze, turn him around by the shoulder, and punch him square in the face. Blaze takes a step backward and clutches his jaw. His eyes narrow at me as I shake out my hand, and the pain shooting through my fingers brings me back to my senses. I shouldn’t have done that. Goddammit, I shouldn’t have intervened. I want to run and hide my face, but Blaze is already glaring at me. I see the wheels turning behind his eyes. I have to stop this before it starts.
 
   “Don’t—” I try.
 
   “You,” he interrupts. “I remember you now.”
 
   DZs on their way to the elevator have stopped to gather around us. I pant with my back to most of them and my eyes glued to my newest enemy. Blaze and I are locked in a staring match, and his eyebrows pull together in an ominous V. I crack my knuckles, preparing myself for a fight as he continues to put everything together. Star presses her body into the partition with a preemptive wince on her face.
 
   “And you!” Blaze cries. He spins around to face Star, and I know he has just recognized her. She throws her arms suddenly around his neck and kisses him to keep him from talking. Blaze looks surprised, but he doesn’t push her away. Pain sears inside my chest. Her body is pressed against him, their mouths are locked—I feel like a hot knife has sliced through my heart and left an open gash. I can’t watch anymore. Star might have just saved us, but seeing this is too much to bear. 
 
   I push through the crowd of DZs behind me and get in the very next elevator. No one wants to ride with me except Elektra. We rise in silence. I think she says something to me, but I can’t really hear it. My ears are clogged with grief.
 
   Our phones vibrate with an alert.
 
                                
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   02:30 p.m.–07:30 p.m. PREPARE FOR FIRST DATE. 
 
    
 
   We arrive before I finish reading. I slide the phone back into my jeans because I don’t want to see the rest. Elektra leaves the elevator still avidly reading her alert and tapping her bottom lip with one thoughtful finger. I bet she’s already planning, but this time, I don’t care to keep up. All I can do now is loaf behind her.
 
   She disappears down her hallway, and I make my way down mine. Back in my room, I shut my door. Lock it slowly, still hurt from what I witnessed. Collapsing onto my bed, I grip the cool starched sheets and squeeze. Blaze kissed Star—no, it was worse than that. Star kissed Blaze, and it was all my fault. I let go of the sheets and roll over to stare at the spotless blue ceiling. Goddammit, I can’t seem to get anything right here. Everything I do for us ends up twisted. Backfiring. I swallow a lump in my throat, once again on the brink of believing that I never should have come here at all.
 
   Suddenly, I remember the note. In my jeans. I reach immediately into my pocket for the scrunched message, uplifted slightly by a twinge of hope. Pulling it out, I uncrumple the yellow paper, careful not to rip any part. I flatten each of its four corners and start reading the text in the center.
 
   if 347-555-0108 gets you, be like #328
 
   I read it again.
 
   And again.
 
   I hold the note above my head and pore over it, but it still doesn’t make any sense. It’s too ambiguous. Like Dr. Fletcher confounded what he meant in case this message fell into the wrong hands. I turn onto my side and rest the note on my pillow. Closing my eyes, I try to decipher it. At least I recognize the first ten-digit sequence as a phone number. 347-555-0108 probably refers to the person with that number—whoever that is—but the second part is harder. “Be like #328.” I turn the phrase over in my mind. “Be like #328.” 
 
   Its meaning is still a mystery when I accidentally drift off to sleep.
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   I wake up slowly, not sure how much time has passed. My limbs sprawl in a giant X across my bed with my head turned toward the window. Illuminated skyscrapers burn my eyes. My heart sinks when I remember where I am.
 
   New York City is never truly dark. Even now, under a completely black sky, all of the lights are still on. The Easies have so much more than they need, and the strange thing is, I’m getting used to it. I expect the lights to be on now, and I expect the air in my room to be warm. I bring my phone sleepily toward my face and check the time: 7:01 p.m. I bolt into a seated position and squint at the numbers, but they do not change. Panic sets in: I have less than half an hour before my First Date.
 
   “Phoenix?” Tinder calls from the hallway. “Are you ready to go?”
 
   “No!” I shout.
 
   I swing open the door to glimpse Tinder in a white oxford tucked into blue jeans. The oxford has been layered over at least one long-sleeved shirt. He tilts his head in confusion.
 
   “Why aren’t you ready?” he asks.
 
   “I fell asleep!” I roar. 
 
   “Calm down,” Elektra says. Her modest flats patter down the hall toward us. She emerges in a knee-length yellow skirt and snug black sweater. Very Wesley. She saunters toward my closet and disappears inside. When she returns, she offers me a stack of folded clothes on outstretched arms. I grab the clothes and usher her out of my room. I push her all the way to the threshold and then slam the door. It doesn’t make a sound, and I see Elektra is holding the door open with her hand. I don’t have time for her games. I have to get dressed.
 
   “Why are you always here when I’m taking my clothes off?” I ask.
 
   “Cut it out,” she says. “You don’t have time to be a prude.”
 
   And she’s always right, too.
 
   “While you were moping—” she starts.
 
   “I wasn’t moping!” I lie, wriggling into the gray sweatshirt
 
   “—Tinder and I read the magazines to learn about First Dates,” she says. “Turns out, we’re not allowed to meet the prizes yet. They make us interact with surrogates until Day Five.”
 
   “Surrogates?” I say, puzzled. 
 
   I pull my phone out and read the whole alert now. 
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   02:30 p.m.–07:30 p.m. PREPARE FOR FIRST DATE.
 
   Location: Your suite on floor 33. Description: Get ready for your First Date tonight with surrogate Hazel. 
 
    
 
   “Surrogates are boys and girls who are trained to look and act like the prizes,” she says. “For each prize, there are lots of different surrogates. If the date is going well, surrogate Hazel will feed you personal information about the real Hazel. The more you learn about her, the better your date went.”
 
   I punch my arms into a blue blazer that fits perfectly over my sweatshirt. Once again, I kick off my pants in front of Elektra.
 
   “Since you’re playing Hazel, I thought you might want to check out a place downtown,” she adds. “If, that is, you can get there. The address is in your back pocket. It’s called the Underground.”
 
   “Sure, thanks,” I say, zipping up my jeans. 
 
   Our phones buzz, and we check the newest alert.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   07:30 p.m.–12:30 a.m.              FIRST DATE 
 
   Location: Museum of Modern Art. Transportation waits outside The New York. Description: Enjoy time with surrogate Hazel. NOTE: TOUCHING SURROGATES IS ALLOWED. THEY ARE CONSIDERED EXTENSIONS OF FAMILIES THROUGHOUT THE CARNIVAL. A good date will earn you the prize’s phone number. 
 
    
 
   Elektra dashes toward the door.
 
   “Elektra!” I call. She waits expectantly on the threshold. “Thank you.”
 
   “Of course,” she says. For the briefest moment, Elektra looks uncharacteristically moved by my thanks. She opens her mouth as if she’s about to say something, but deciding against it, leaves hurriedly for her room. 
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   My knees shake nervously in the backseat of another monstrous black truck. I’m not as calm as I need to be, and I haven’t prepared nearly enough. I spent the afternoon thinking about Dr. Fletcher’s clue and then just sleeping, for God’s sake. 
 
   The truck jerks to a stop and then jolts forward, rocking my body back and forth between the seatbelt and seat. I’m getting nauseous, and all of the sudden movements make it harder to plan my hunt. I feel time slipping faster through my fingers. The truck stops short again, and the seatbelt stops me from flying into the divider. This time, the engine goes silent. We’ve arrived. I unbuckle and exhale sharply. Stay camouflaged, Phoenix. Lure her in with hints of danger, and then aim straight for her heart.
 
   The door opens to the white light of camera flashes. It doesn’t hurt my eyes as much this time, and I remember to stare at the red carpet. Maybe my eyes are already adjusting to this side of the Frontier.
 
   “Phoenix, roar for us!”
 
   “Show us that famous fist!”
 
   “Phoenix! Phoenix!”
 
   I watch the rug pass beneath me until I reach a pair of untied black boots. Surrogate Hazel. I follow the slim legs up to her thick black fur coat, up farther to her scowling expression. The surrogate looks almost like Hazel, but this Easy’s features are bigger: bigger nose, heavier eyebrows, and fuller lips. Still, her cocked hips and bristly edge capture Hazel’s attitude completely. Resentment for both of them flares inside of me, but I bury it quickly. Passion will skew my aim.
 
    “Hey.” 
 
   My greeting sounds so deep and resonant that for a second I don’t recognize my own voice. Now it hits me, I’m using a false call. In Dark DC, I make these imitation noises to draw birds closer. When they hear the tweets—their particular pattern of chirps, whatever—they answer back and fly toward me. One clean shot after that and they’re down. I must be doing the same thing now to bring the surrogate closer to me. Hazel’s voice was low on Prize Night, and so I’m making mine lower, too. 
 
   With just a foot between us, she blatantly looks me up and down. Yes, this Easy is just as direct as Hazel seemed to be. She cocks her head toward the all-glass entrance to the Museum of Modern Art and then starts to walk inside, out of the cold. I follow her through the doors, and our fingers brush as she hands the door off to me. 
 
   “I didn’t choose this place,” she says gruffly. 
 
   I shrug. The lobby is nothing but a big, empty room. Gray and ugly with flat benches running in two rows down the center. I’ve only ever been inside one museum, but even those ruins were nicer than this. I can see the second level from here, which is surrounded by a glass railing. Surrogate Hazel makes her way to the stairwell, taking off her fur coat as she walks. Now she’s wearing only a cropped black tee shirt above her worn jeans. She tosses the heavy coat against the nearest wall. It drops to the floor.
 
   “Hey,” I call after her. She turns around. “Where are you going?”
 
   “There’s a performance for us,” she says.
 
   “Oh yeah? What kind?” I ask.
 
   She shrugs. “Some kind of music,” she says. “Second floor.”
 
   I look through the glass bar and see another open space hung with paintings larger than I am. Each one is just a different shade of blue. The portraits Star and I rearranged in the National Gallery were much better than this. We loved those paintings. Never burned them. No matter how cold it got, we never put a torch to them because they meant something to us: color, excess, beauty. Everything lacking in the Dark Zone. But the paintings I see here—I’d burn everything in this museum in a heartbeat.
 
   “I don’t like this place,” I say.
 
   “Yeah, so what?” she asks. “I’m going.”
 
   She starts climbing the stairs. I would follow along, but there’s no way Hazel will fall for me if we stick around here. Listen to music. Talk about art. There’s nothing dangerous about following the rules, and I have to end this mess before it starts. So I jog after her. I’m going to get us out of this museum. When the Easy hears me coming, she looks over her shoulder but doesn’t stop moving toward the second floor. I reach ahead and grab her wrist from a step below her, stopping her in her tracks.
 
   “What are you doing?” she asks, yanking her arm out of my grasp. It’s not the best reaction, but at least she’s paying more attention to me. Her lips purse together as she stares me down. I look back intently into her gray eyes.
 
   “Do you trust me?” I ask.
 
   “No,” she says. Without looking away, I step onto her level. 
 
   “I want to go somewhere a bit more dangerous,” I say.
 
   “You mean, leave?” she asks, sounding intrigued.
 
   “Yes,” I say. “Right now.”
 
   She smiles briefly and nods yes. I think I’m doing well. We walk back downstairs to the lobby where I spot a side door cut into glass across from the staircase. This is our way out. 
 
   Rushing toward it, I press my palms against the glass and look outside. It’s a sculpture garden surrounded by a square fence. The fence walls might look tall to Easies, but after staring at the Frontier for most of my life, they’re bumps on the ground. I could scale them in a second. I nod my head outside, and she follows me through the door. Instantly, the pervasive chill in the air perks me up. I jump onto a black statue of a horse and peer over the fence ledge. Street traffic passes as usual, and there’s not a single photographer in sight. 
 
   Reaching down, I pick surrogate Hazel up from under her armpits. She’s noticeably heavier than Star, probably never been hungry a day in her life. I place her in front of me on the horse. She leans back into my chest and puts her hand on my knee. I’m not sure if that’s an accident, but I leap up before she can touch me any more. She stands, too, spreading her arms out for balance, and steps onto the horse’s head between its ears. She jumps with the other foot onto the flat top of the fence and lands with a wobble. I quickly do the same.
 
   We drop onto the sidewalk together, and I take my bearings. The nearest shelter is a restaurant. Light pours out of every window below an orange awning, and I can’t help but think that this particular shade looks like the color of Star’s favorite parka. Her beautiful face flashes through my mind, and I want to be with her now. Hold her close. Touch her soft cheeks…
 
   Focus, Phoenix. You’re hunting. 
 
   I take the Easy’s hand and we run across the traffic to dash inside. So this is what restaurants really look like. People are scattered among tables, paused with their loaded forks in midair. Some whisper to one another with variations of Is that him? Is that her? A teenage girl takes out her phone and snaps a pic of us. I realize I should do the same. I pull out my phone and take a picture of us with the restaurant scene in the background. As quickly as I can, I thumb to Profiles on my phone and add it to an update of mine.
 
    
 
   PHOENIX
 
   Just now: now for a real first date
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   “What now, smart ass?” she whispers.
 
   We stand on the sidewalk with our backs to the restaurant. In the open air, it’s as cold as Dark DC. Our breaths form thin, white clouds, and soon we’re both going to start shivering. I should take her to the Underground already, but I still don’t know how to get there. I pull Elektra’s slip of paper out of my back pocket and skim it again: 6 Back Road Pl. (b/w 1st Ave & Ave A). Wherever the hell that is. 
 
   Suddenly, two familiar black trucks pull up on the street in front of us. Carnival cars. They tower over the midsize vehicles that are parked in single file along the curb. I can’t believe my luck. I wasn’t expecting this, but I’ll take the safe rides now that they’re here. I run toward the first one and duck under the bottom to reach the driver’s side. Hoisting myself up the front tire, I stand to knock on his window. It opens a hairline crack. Sliding Elektra’s note through the slim gap, I hold it steady. Please take it, I think. A moment passes before the driver finally pulls it from my fingers. I exhale relief. 
 
   I race back and climb the hanging ladder up to the car where surrogate Hazel is already waiting in the backseat. Her arms press across her chest for warmth, and she rubs her hands up and down over the goose bumps on her arms. Slamming the door shut behind me, I fall onto the seat next to her, and we’re off. 
 
   We ride in very dim light without talking. A few minutes pass, maybe.
 
   “Hazel’s favorite movie is The Fighters’ Song,” the surrogate whispers, breaking the silence. My interest is piqued, and I turn toward her. “It’s about a girl named Luna who grows up alone in the Dark Zone—”
 
   You make movies about us?
 
   I grit my teeth in anger. Aura taught me what those are. Years ago, we were baiting traps in a cave—the place was dark as tar and dead empty—when I asked her what she thought used to happen there. She said we were in an old IMAX theater. I hadn’t eaten yet that day, and hunger was roaring in my stomach as she went on about how people would gather there to be entertained. They would watch their “movies” and make-believe. I was jealous back then, but now I’m livid. Easies are turning our pain into their fun.
 
   “Luna was an orphan,” the Easy continues, oblivious to my growing frustration. “Her mom died giving birth to her, and she never met her dad. She grew up without them in their tribe and mostly taught herself how to survive.” I clench my fists. The Easies haven’t even got their facts about us right. “The first hour is just buildup, and it shows you how isolated Luna felt her whole life. She never really fit in, so she used her time alone to get stronger. Become a better fighter. People make fun of her, but you can tell the insults don’t bother her. She’s working on something, she keeps saying. 
 
   “Then when she’s our age, her rival tribe gets a new leader who tries to kill them all off in a surprise attack. That’s when the movie really gets good.” That’s not good at all, you Easy. “Luna’s home is ransacked, and right as she’s about to die, she starts to sing. Her attackers pause, and then she kills them first. Luna goes on to save her whole tribe, singing to distract them and slaying every last rival. At the end, her tribe thanks her and there’s this moment of peace. Where everyone gets along.”
 
   The truck hums onward. Getting a long tip about what Hazel likes should make me happy, or at least relieved, but I’m furious to hear about DZs in this movie. Killing each other. For Easy pleasure. It’s not just the movie that’s getting me, though, it’s this reminder of every other way DZs are being used. By the magazines. The photographers. Crowds. And everyone on the internet. They’re all just goddamn using us. 
 
   Hazel said she liked angry. I can give her angry. 
 
   “That would never happen,” I spit. 
 
   Surrogate Hazel looks surprised. “What?” she asks.
 
   “Your movie,” I say. “That would never happen.”
 
   She shrugs as if she doesn’t care.
 
   “Do you have any idea what our lives are like down there?” I press on, searching her eyes for an answer. She shakes her head no. “Then let me tell you a thing or two about the Dark Zone. You can’t grow up an orphan there. You wouldn’t survive. It takes years to learn your way through the debris, and that’s only with someone paying extremely close attention. At the same time, you’d have to teach yourself how to watch out for animals, how to stay warm, and what you can and cannot eat.”
 
   “Sure, but—”
 
   “I’m not finished,” I say aggressively. I sit up straighter in my seat so she has to look up at me. “DZs don’t fight each other. We need each other to survive. There are no warring tribes. There are no tribes. There are just human beings who struggle to stay alive in different parts of the wreckage your people abandoned.”
 
   “Okay, but—”
 
   “One last thing,” I say. “You don’t kill anyone by singing to them.”
 
   “I didn’t make the movie, alright?” she bursts, crossing her arms in her defense. “Americans aren’t told much about your lives down there, okay? Even Family members. All we know is you don’t have electricity and there aren’t many of you left. We just guess the rest. Give me a break already.”
 
   Her tone sounds sharper than usual, and suddenly I’m worried. Yes, I’m supposed to be angry and flawed, but I might have gone too far. I squint to see her face better. Try to figure out how she’s feeling. The thick shade hides her expression, but I’ve spent my life honing night vision. I can see through this. In the darkness, I make out a small, suppressed smile playing at the corners of her lips, daring to turn them upward. My eyebrows rise in surprise. She’s actually enjoying the tension. I’m still doing well.
 
   The truck pulls to a stop. I lean over her lap to open the car door. Look around. We’re parked at the beginning of a long and snowy alley. Windowless brick buildings line either side of the shadowed passage, and there’s not a single light in sight. Hell, it looks like a scene out of the Dark Zone. Surrogate Hazel’s gray eyes widen, surprised, and I have a good feeling about this. She’ll get a sense of danger, and I’ll be in my element. I know the dark. Unlike her—and unlike goddamn Luna—I actually grew up in it. 
 
   I jump forward into the air and let myself fall onto the white sidewalk, landing on the balls of my feet. I kick a bit of the snow around, watching it fly left then right. Turning around, I hold my arms out to catch the surrogate as she jumps. The truck engines stay running. Guess they’ll be here when we come back.
 
   We walk toward the alley. I feel like I’m back in Dark DC on a hunt, walking next to my newest prey. I stride confidently down the black passage, and Surrogate Hazel keeps up with my pace even as her teeth start to chatter. In the distance, I spot a line of people dressed in exotic furs. They stand in various stages of waiting outside a huge brass door guarded by someone who looks like a Suit. That must be our destination; there’s nothing else around.
 
   “Where are we even going?” she asks.
 
   I point to the group of Easies fifty or so feet away. 
 
   “Can I get a drink in there?” she asks.
 
   I raise an eyebrow. “You scared?” 
 
   “No,” she says firmly. 
 
   “Then face it sober,” I say. “I want you to remember me.”
 
   We reach the Easies. Not one of them is getting through the door. I stride toward the front of the line and pay close attention to everyone I pass. They are all wearing bulky fur coats covered in different animal patterns. Beige with black spots, black and white stripes, plain dark brown. The furs cover everything down to their knees, making them look like animals themselves. A whole herd of them. But there’s only one I’m watching tonight, and she’s right behind me. We stop by the door.
 
   “Well, if it isn’t Phoenix,” the almost-Suit bellows. A long pink scar cuts diagonally across his lips, turning his smile into a slanted grin. “There’s always room for you and your ladies.” He unclips the black rope separating me from him and beckons me inside. There’s no sign above the brass door. I nod to thank him.
 
   “Enjoy the Underground,” he whispers. 
 
   Surrogate Hazel and I step inside an empty room. The door drifts slowly shut behind us. It’s pitch black in here except for blinking red lights overhead. The layout of this place reminds me of Silk, but I brush that out of my mind. I don’t want to get distracted right now. We walk carefully across the floor and listen to our steps echo. What the hell did Elektra get me into. I keep my eyes open and aware, searching the nearly invisible walls for some sort of hint. Anything.
 
   “What is this place?” the surrogate whispers.
 
   In the corner, there’s another brass door. It looks just like the first: tall and ominous. A giant goddamn mystery. It starts to open, and as it does, a loud blare of shouting and music surges from the other side. Three Easy men emerge, all dressed in maroon. The color of blood. The middle one limps with his arms around the shoulders of his two companions. He moans in agony, and a dark trickle runs down his temple. His unscathed helpers ignore us as they carry him out the door we came in. 
 
   Surrogate Hazel and I are left alone in the empty room. I hide my sudden flash of fear from her by turning away. The far bronze door has shut, and we are cloaked again in an unnerving silence. 
 
   “I’m going to need a drink,” the surrogate says.
 
   I disregard the comment and message Elektra. I feel less comfortable than I did just a few seconds ago, and I want to know what’s going on. I hide my sudden flash of fear from the surrogate. Thankfully Elektra responds immediately:
 
    
 
   Phoenix: what’s downstairs
 
   Elektra: fights. 
 
   Elektra: it’s controlled. not hard. good way to impress hazel
 
   Elektra: quit whining
 
   Elektra: baby ;)
 
    
 
   My shoulders relax now that some uncertainty is gone. I can handle “controlled fights” as long as I don’t touch anyone. Whatever risks I end up taking for Hazel, I’m never going to break that rule. 
 
   I walk ahead of the surrogate toward the door and hear her footsteps follow mine. She’s barely a breath behind me as I rest my fingers on the cool brass handle. I wait a second. Looking back, I see the surrogate urge me forward with an impatient nod. She’s not even fazed, probably just eager to look for some alcohol. I guess we’re going through with this. I face the door again, brace myself, and pull it open.
 
   The blare. A steady and excruciatingly loud beat almost overwhelms me as we stand atop a steep descending staircase. Surrogate Hazel puts her hands on my shoulders. Without asking, I crouch slightly and lift her up onto my back. She kisses the bare back of my neck and I almost drop her to get her off. But I can’t do that. I still have to get her goddamn phone number. 
 
   We descend. So this is the Underground. I step onto the dirt floor of a basement lit by a single crimson lightbulb hanging by a thin wire from the ceiling. It flickers on and off rhythmically, making everything look like it’s happening in slow motion. The wall beside me supports a run-down bar beneath a sign that reads: We Don’t Take Orders. Five giant stereos sit along the bar top, and neon-red plasma pulses up and down in a straight line on top of each as the speakers blast the music. 
 
   There’s a wide space in the middle of the room, and a ring of sweaty Easies circling a pair in the center. There, surrounded by everyone, a brown-skinned Easy girl is barefoot. She’s got long legs lean enough to see muscle pop over her knee when she moves. The Easy boy next to her has taken his shirt off, and he has his fists up to his face. He looks faint, like he might fall over at any second. The Easy girl spins to kick him in the chest. He sails backward to land on the floor. The crowd erupts in cheers. Two of the winner’s friends surround her and catch her before her knees buckle in exhaustion. The bartender jogs over to her with a beer, and I realize the “no orders” sign is serious. You only get a drink if you win.
 
   The music stops suddenly.
 
   “Who’s next?” the bartender calls into the silence.
 
   I step into the middle of the ring without saying my name. Even if the surrogate weren’t here, this is where I would want to be. I’m ready for my chance to knock out an Easy. Hell, I’ve been ready for this for years, ever since I first understood what the Frontier meant. Anticipation flows through me like fire. More than fire, like power. This is going to be for every time I walked by the wall and felt like a Ghost, invisible. For every time Wick coughed and there was nothing I could do. 
 
   Whispers start to flow around the room. In the flickering glare, I see Easies huddle in small groups and point at me. Some are gasping, and now I get it. They must have recognized me from the Carnival.
 
   “And who are you?” the hulking bartender asks gruffly. 
 
   “He’s Phoenix!” someone shouts from the ring.
 
   The bartender bends with his hands on his knees to get a better look. His broad frame looks strained as he twists under me. His neck is covered in snake tattoos. A blue tear has been tattooed beneath one eye.
 
   “Well, I’ll be.” He gawks. Standing back up, he roars, “The Frontier is down tonight in the Underground!” Hoots and hollers break out around me, almost as loud as the music. “It’s the Dark Zone versus America! Who here wants to take on a DZ?”
 
   I nod confidently at surrogate Hazel. She nods back, clearly riveted. I can already imagine myself entering Hazel’s number into my phone at the end of the night. It will feel good, but not as good as winning this fight. I pull my sweatshirt over my fists and lift my gray hood over my head. I’m good to go.
 
   “My turn!” someone calls.
 
   The voice sounds vaguely familiar and definitely drunk. I squint to find the Easy behind the words. The crowd is parting as someone makes his way to the front. When he finally reaches the ring, I blink twice: It’s Bing. Bing Troublefield the Fourth. His necktie has been loosened, and his white shirt is wet with sweat. His cheeks flush red as he staggers into the center of the ring and then wobbles in place.
 
   Bing. Here. 
 
   But—how? His chest, face, and hands are all exposed. There’s nothing to keep anyone from touching him, just brushing accidentally against his skin. Two Easy girls in tight short dresses wave to him from the sidelines, and the truth slowly becomes clear. I bring my mouth into a hard line. Of course. He hasn’t been following the rule at all. He’s not wearing his ring either, and I imagine the tracking device hidden under some beaming lamp back wherever the hell he lives. I spit on the ground. I’m not just facing any Easy now. This man has dishonored my family. He has disrespected his privilege and, worst of all, he’s dating my girlfriend. 
 
   The music is back on. I look around and notice the bartender has gone. We’ve started. Bing nods his head back and forth slowly in time with the steady pounding. The flickering lights only let me see him for part of every second. I raise my fists to my chin, already savoring how good this will feel. One quick punch should do it, but I want to make it last. As I plan, Bing reaches lazily into the waistband of his pants and pulls out a small pistol. 
 
   My cheeks feel cold. The crowd gasps, but no one moves. They stand around us, frozen stiff with fear as the music plays steadily on. Now the beat sounds haunting. I try to swallow but my mouth is dry. I try to keep my eyes on the gun, but it keeps disappearing and reappearing as the red light flickers. 
 
   “Oops,” Bing says, wiggling the weapon around. 
 
   I need to act fast. Now. Instinctively, I swing at the light bulb hanging down above me. My knuckles burn, and I can feel fresh blood as the whole room goes instantly dark. The music stops suddenly, and my ears are ringing. A shrill noise buzzes inside my head, and I push on my temple to make it stop. Still, noise or not, I have an edge now. I drop my hands into fists again and forget about the sound.
 
   “Welcome to the Dark Zone,” I whisper.
 
   “Stop it!” Bing yells.
 
   Feet shuffle as the crowd scrambles for the exit. Bing is too drunk to navigate his way out without any light. As far as I’m concerned, our fight is not over yet. Not even close. I remember exactly where he was standing and creep behind him. I rip the gun from where his hand was and fumble to put the safety on. Once it sets, I drop the pistol to the floor and kick it aside. Bing’s footsteps stumble in a zigzag path, but I do not move. Sounds reveal everything in the dark. Even with the ringing, I can tell where Bing is just by listening to him stumble. I step toward him and raise my covered fist. This is my moment. 
 
   I punch him exactly the way I wanted.
 
   A lightbulb behind the bar illuminates the room as Bing falls to the ground. The bartender stands with his hand still on the controlling string. Bing writhes, clutching his jaw, and I feel a strange sense of satisfaction looking at him. I could hurt him more, but I don’t want him to lose consciousness. He deserves to feel pain. The bartender walks over holding a beer, but I wave it away. I want to savor this moment as it is.
 
   Surrogate Hazel is backed against the wall. Looks like I gave her a night to remember. I exhale a long breath of relief. The rest of the room is almost empty, except for a few Easies hunched and cowering behind the bar top. I take the surrogate’s hand and lead her upstairs. No more risks tonight. 
 
   We walk back to the trucks still waiting for us and slide inside one. We sit in silence and catch our breaths together. Our chests heave slower and slower until we are calm. She reaches a hand toward mine. I swallow my disgust and let her take it. For the rest of the ride, she whispers about Hazel: She believes in God, she likes “junk food” for breakfast, she used to have a drug problem. Blah blah blah. 
 
   I’m really thinking about Star. I wish she were here because I desperately want to tell her everything that just happened. God knows I can’t tell the surrogate. She—whoever she really is—doesn’t understand what that fight meant to me. She couldn’t begin to comprehend the way I look at Easies or what it felt like to find a dark place in the middle of this blinding city. Star would understand. Star knows me like no one else in the world, and she would just instantly get it. Exactly the way I wanted someone to get it. She would hold my aching fist, tell me I’m warm, and she’d probably feel bad for Bing, but she wouldn’t say it out loud. Because she loves me. And I love her. I love her so much.
 
   The car slows to a stop. I stretch my legs as the surrogate takes my phone. I almost try to grab it back before I realize what she’s doing. Her nails tap the surface deftly to enter a ten-digit number. The car door opens. Handing me my phone, she pushes me outside and I flail my arms as I fall to land on both of my feet.
 
   “Phoenix!”
 
   “Phoenix!”
 
   “Phoenix, did you kiss her?”
 
   My heart is racing. I stare at my phone. Her number. I got Hazel Smith’s phone number. I’m not surprised, but actually getting it feels so much better than I thought it would. I laugh out loud. All the pressure of the night that was still inside me comes out again, making my cheeks flush and my breathing pick up. I’m excited as I stride with long steps across the carpet and smile to every last one of the photographers. I wave like a madman, and they eat it up. They click their cameras at lightning speed, and I twirl once for the crowd. 
 
   Goddammit, I’m going to win.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   I push against the door to my suite. It won’t open, and I remember it’s barricaded. I try to press through it, leaning my whole body weight against the elaborately carved white door, but still it won’t budge. Just hours ago, a little hiccup like this could’ve sent me through the roof, but I’m not frustrated at all. I’m still riding the high of my first date. I knock twice, feeling looser than usual with a bit of success in my system.  
 
   “Who is it?” Tinder yells.
 
   “It’s Flora,” I reply in a falsetto.
 
   “Shut up, Phoenix,” he says. Furniture slides against the floor as he clears a path. Tinder opens the door a crack and sticks his head in between. In a rush of energy, I shove the door with both of my palms, and it swings open until it bangs against the wall. Tinder shuts it immediately, locks it, and starts to move the barricade back.
 
   “Did you get it?” he asks, not meeting my eyes.
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “Did you?”
 
   “Not exactly,” he says.
 
   “What do you mean, ‘not exactly’?” I ask.
 
   Three more knocks tap against the door.
 
   “Who is it?” Tinder yells.
 
   “It’s Flora,” Elektra jokes.
 
   She giggles, and I laugh out loud, a real raucous laugh. Tinder looks at me like he wants me to stop laughing, but I can’t help it. Tinder starts pulling the chairs away, and I unlock the door. Elektra swings it open with a single finger. She stands beside surrogate Wesley, and suddenly, I’m not laughing anymore. He’s smiling. 
 
   I know the whole thing with Star and him was a misunderstanding, but I size him up anyway. See the threat he might have been. We look each other in the eye, and I stare him down. At least he’s not taller than I am. He wears a light-pink collared shirt buttoned up to his neck. His neck is a little bit too long, and his torso is, too. There’s a lanky quality to him that makes him look just a smidge too nice. Guys like this don’t end up in the Underground—but that doesn’t mean I wouldn’t fight him.
 
   Elektra is smiling too, more innocently and sweetly than I have ever seen her. Her lips are paler than usual, just a very modest pink now. She rests her hands gently in the small of her back and looks up at him, batting her long black lashes. 
 
   “Here we are,” she says, biting her lower lip. “Would you like to see my room?”
 
   “That would be wonderful,” surrogate Wesley answers politely. 
 
   Clearly, she’s getting a phone number. 
 
   Tinder sighs and shakes his head as they walk past us toward her room. We shut the door and push the furniture back. One yellow armchair at a time. 
 
   Star wasn’t interested in Wesley, I remind myself. She doesn’t think he has a “nice smile,” or a nice anything else. I’m just being paranoid. The farther away surrogate Wesley gets now, the more I settle back into my good mood. I exhale a long breath and let the tension melt off my shoulders. 
 
   Tinder and I are quiet during the high-pitched screeches of wooden legs sliding against tile. I still want to know how he did on his date, but I can’t ask him with all of this noise. When we’re finished, we stand and take a moment to appreciate our work. He’s panting slightly, and I wait for him to catch his breath. 
 
   “What were you saying?” I ask him. “You said, ‘Not exactly’?”
 
   “The surrogate gave me the first three digits,” Tinder says in a low tone, sounding embarrassed. He lets his head droop. “It means I did kind of well, but she wasn’t sure I’d be a good fit for Flora.”
 
   “That’s harsh,” I say. I reach out and grab Tinder’s bony shoulder to comfort him, but he shakes it off. We hear Elektra giggling all the way from her bedroom, and then the low voice of her surrogate. 
 
   “I’m gonna call it a night,” I tell Tinder. He nods, but something is wrong. I realize that he doesn’t want to go back to his room. It’s closer to Elektra’s, and he’ll probably hear them all night. “Hey, do you want to sleep in the extra room tonight? The one right next to mine? You’ll rest easier, I think.”
 
   “That room is bad luck.” Tinder shakes his head firmly no.
 
   “Well, how about mine then?” I ask. “We can switch for the night.”
 
   He pauses. “Okay,” he agrees. “Thanks.”
 
   “Get some sleep,” I say, pointing my finger at him. He smiles a little bit, and we part for the night. As I walk away, I think again about texting Hazel and decide to wait. The player version of me wouldn’t be eager to text her. The surrogate only started to like me when I was arguing with her. No, the real Hazel won’t fall for someone nice and considerate. I’ll ignore her for now. Tomorrow, I’ll bait my next trap.
 
   I enter Tinder’s room and smile to myself. A row of open books lies on the blue carpet in front of his messy bed. He must have pulled them off the bookshelves along his wall. Funny, the only thing I thought when I saw those books was how fast they would burn. Elektra giggles in the room next door. I sigh and turn out the light, too tired to undress before falling into bed. My body relaxes on top of the deliciously soft comforter. The stress of the evening slowly melts off my shoulders. My phone buzzes with a new message. Half-asleep, I check it.
 
    
 
   Elektra: surrogate is leaving soon, can u fix the barricade behind him?
 
   Elektra: thanks cutie
 
    
 
   I roll over and plan to respond. Sure, I can fix the barricade, Elektra. I close my eyes and focus for a moment on the pillow cradling my head. With every exhale, I sink deeper into the feathers, and before I can do anything else, I fall asleep. In my dreams, I hear my phone buzz twice once more.
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   Footsteps wake me. Without opening my eyes, I listen. The slow sounds approach from the hallway as someone walks heel-toe, heel-toe. I roll over half-asleep and try to figure out if it’s Elektra or if it’s Tinder.
 
   I used to do something like this in Dark DC. At night, without light to see my parents, I’d identify them by sound. Burn moved with heavy, creaking steps. He never liked to be alone, so whenever he was, he muttered to himself. He’d mumble things he had to do, part of a song, or just nonsense to clog the silence. Aura moved with a slight shuffle. She dragged the balls of her feet when she walked. It used to bother me when I was younger because I always worried she was going to trip. 
 
   The footsteps outside now are too slow to be Elektra’s, but far too heavy to be Tinder’s. My eyes flutter open. The footsteps can’t belong to surrogate Wesley either. He wouldn’t be coming toward us. He would be leaving. Whoever’s walking toward me is a large person trying to make the least amount of noise possible. I gulp, and fear chills my spine. There’s a stranger in my suite. As quietly as possible, I turn over in my bed and reach for Magic between my mattress and nightstand. It’s gone.
 
   But of course it’s not here. I’m in Tinder’s room.
 
   I sit straight up, and my heart drums faster in a growing panic. I went to bed in far too good a mood last night, and I didn’t consider nighttime threats. Goddammit, I didn’t consider anything. I didn’t bring a weapon, and I didn’t fix the goddamn barricade. I wipe my face with one hand to wake up.
 
   The footsteps outside draw steadily nearer. They’re getting louder as they approach. I bolt toward my door and slow down to twist the knob a hair’s width at a time. When it’s fully turned, I pull slowly and peer through the crack. Light shines distantly in the foyer, shrouding a lone man in shadow. His profile looks entirely dark. I can’t see a single feature—no eyes, no mouth, nothing—just blackness. The shape of a shotgun hangs from his hand, and I gasp. He jerks his head in my direction, and now I recognize the wide shoulders and thick arms. Blaze. Blaze is in my suite. 
 
   I slam the door. Lock it now. Squaring my shoulders against the base of my bed, I shove it toward the door as fast as I can. My whole body strains, heaving, until I hear the reassuring thud of wood hitting wood. A new barricade. I stand as the door start to rattle, and I sense my rapid-fire breaths coming even quicker now. A bullet sails suddenly through the door and headboard to shatter the window behind me. Instinctively, I drop to my knees. A shard of glass cuts me across the back.
 
   Blaze peers through the round hole with one eye. I stare back at him for a moment and sense his determination. He is not about to give up. When he steps back, I jump up in a panic and leap onto the narrow ledge outside the broken window. The ledge continues for a short foot on either side of the window frame. I teeter on one of the sides, and my heart pounds so hard that I worry it might rock me off into the street. 
 
   Yellow headlights pass thirty-three floors below me. I try to steady myself. Breathe. I feel impossibly small staring at the hundreds of beaming towers, and no one in any of those windows is looking back at me. I’m invisible to them. Ignored. The way I’ve lived my whole life is now the way I’m going to die. I hear Blaze battering the door to splinters, and Star’s face flashes through my mind. Star. I pull out my phone and thumb to Profiles. She needs to know how much I love her, that I am thinking of her now. Shakily, I update:
 
    
 
   PHOENIX
 
   Just now: I love you, Star. I am always and forever yours.
 
    
 
   Mattress springs compress and release, and I can tell Blaze has made it into my room. I listen as he steps off my bed and stalks the rest of my room, flipping over a chair. It’s only a matter of time before he finds me. A lone tear runs down my cheek, and in the howling icy winds, it freezes to my face. Star, I miss you. Coming here was supposed to bring us together. I am so sorry, Starlight, all I wanted was you. All I ever wanted was you. It’s more clear than it’s ever been, I never really wanted anyone or anything else. Not even power. When I craved electricity, what I really desired was the ability to make you happy. So I could keep her safe. Keep her warm. Help her little brother. 
 
   “Star…” I whisper into the night. 
 
   Two gunshots startle me. I jolt violently in surprise and nearly fall off the ledge. Bending backward, I steady myself as Blaze cries out in agony. A thump hits the carpet floor. A second softer thump follows.
 
   Silence settles. Awful waiting ensues. I’m helpless in the uncertainty, stuck waiting with pricked ears for some sign of what just happened. Slowly, carefully, I sidestep to look back inside. The lights are on now. Two DZs lie on the ground in widening dark stains, Blaze and another player who was going for Hazel. Elektra stands behind them in the hallway, her face stony. Tinder jogs to a stop next to her carrying Magic. When he sees the bodies, he gasps and turns away like he’s about to heave.
 
   I look back at the unmoving DZs. They face each other, guns in hand, and it’s clear they shot one another to death. I wonder why the second DZ was here until the cold realization overwhelms me. I shiver as it runs through my mind, but there’s only one explanation that fits. They both came to my room to kill me. 
 
   The front door to our suite slams, and Tinder yelps. He might be crying—I can’t quite tell—and he looks deeply shaken. A crew of Easies in white bodysuits lumber toward us. They wear clear shields as masks over their faces. We step aside as they start to clean the carpet and lift the bodies onto stretchers. One member of the crew removes Blaze’s golden ring, then the other boy’s. He scans each ring with a pocket-size metal device. I suspect those rings had a role in summoning this crew in the first place. 
 
   “I told you to check the barricade,” Elektra rebukes.
 
   “I fell asleep,” I say.
 
   “What happened to the barricade?” Tinder asks, his voice cracking.
 
   “Surrogate Wesley had to move it to leave,” Elektra says, pulling her phone out of the front pocket of her silk robe. After a moment, her eyes widen slightly and her lips part. I do a double take; her expression is subtle, but it’s an extremely unusual one for Elektra to wear. She’s anticipated almost everything since we got here, but now, she is surprised.
 
   “What is it?” Tinder asks nervously.
 
   Elektra raises her stare to glare at me. The edge of her jaw looks especially sharp. She holds the screen of her phone up for both of us to see my profile. It shows the update I made about Star. I check it on my own phone to delete it, but it already has 4,050 Adds. Regret seizes my chest as I read:
 
    
 
   PHOENIX
 
   5 mins ago: I love you, Star. I am always and forever yours. 
 
   See Earlier Adds.
 
   USER 21099: OMG WHAT
 
   USER 00821: Ya right
 
   USER 72109: Attaboy Phoenix. Be true to you 
 
    
 
   “You know Star?” Tinder asks, confused.
 
   “We’re both from Dark DC, of course I know her,” I say, thinking quickly. I clear my throat and try to look earnest. “Love her? I don’t know. Someone just tried to shoot me. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”
 
   The cleaning crew files around us to leave. We three fall silent and, for the moment, I’m free from interrogation. I try to breathe. Tinder will believe anything, I tell myself, and Elektra doesn’t want to hurt me. We’re on each other’s team. They won’t try to get Star and me disqualified, they need me—but I’m not sure.
 
   Looking over my shoulder, I see the crew has removed every sign of the murders except for two eerie stains in the rug. As the last crew member leaves, I turn slowly back to face Elektra and Tinder in uneasy silence. Elektra’s eyes fixate on me like two dark spotlights, severe and unblinking. Tinder just looks confused. He scratches his head, further messing up his hair still unkempt from sleep. I swallow painfully and find it even harder to breathe. My lungs feel an inch deep. 
 
   “You don’t know if you love her or not?” Tinder asks.
 
   “No—I mean, I don’t love her,” I say. 
 
   “Are you sure?” Tinder asks.
 
   “I’m positive.”
 
   Tinder nods faintly like he believes my lie. The more he nods, the more convinced he appears to be. For the first time, I’m grateful he’s so goddamn naïve. I sigh with relief and look at him the way I would look at a brother. Thank you, Tinder. He pulls on the soft navy tie wrapped around the middle of his long robe, cinching it tight in a gesture that signals he has reached a conclusion. To him, I am telling the truth.
 
   Elektra is different. She continues to glare at me with a stare so intense she might be looking right through me. Unlike Tinder, her hair is still perfectly coiffed and stick straight. As if she never went to bed at all, and she is as awake and alert as ever. My relief fades as we gaze at each other. Her harshness tells me that she doesn’t believe me, and I swallow hard from nervousness. Then, before I even see her reaching, she snatches my phone with lightning quickness out of my hand.
 
   “Hey!” I cry.
 
   She ignores me and types furiously on my phone. I try to grab the device back—twice—but each time she pulls it effortlessly out of reach. She doesn’t stop typing for one second. When she’s finished, she throws the phone back toward me, and I catch it spastically. A new update displays on screen.
 
    
 
   PHOENIX
 
   Just now: jealous yet, hazel?
 
    
 
   Sweet release washes over me. So Elektra isn’t going to use this secret against me after all—at least, not yet. This update covers my tracks. Hell, it even makes me look good. I want to hug Elektra to thank her, but she isn’t wearing enough to get that close. Her pink robe is too thin and the front hangs open just a little too low. 
 
   “Now come with me, Phoenix,” Elektra commands.
 
   “Sure, where to?” I ask.
 
   “My room,” Elektra says. “You’re going to spend the rest of the night with me.”
 
   “What?” I demand.
 
   She waves her hand to shut me up. “If anyone else comes for you, you’ll need my help to fight them off,” she says, grabbing my arm with one hand and Magic from Tinder’s grasp with the other. She pulls me toward her room, leaving Tinder standing awkwardly by himself. This doesn’t feel right, but I can’t find a logical reason to resist. And she did just save my ass by typing that update. I gulp. It’s just one night, after all.
 
   Her lavender room is neat as a pin. Everything is stacked or lined in perfect rows: books, tomorrow’s clothes, paper notes. Elektra shuts the door noiselessly and then sinks slowly into her bed. She beckons me to lie on the other side of the purple sheets. I sigh. I don’t want to be here. She slips under her covers and closes her eyes. I sit down reluctantly and decide that I’ll leave as soon as she falls asleep. Just like I would slip away from Star’s side without waking Mrs. Windsong or Wick. I won’t be able to stay here all night. 
 
   “If you try to leave,” she says, “I’ll wake up.”
 
   I grimace.
 
   “And then we’ll try sleeping again with my arms around you,” she says.
 
   “Jesus, Elektra.” 
 
   It’s hot in here. I pull my sweatshirt over my head and throw it against the wall. It falls to lie crumpled on the floor, the only sign of human life in the whole room. Before Elektra can see my bare chest and get the wrong idea, I lie down on the bed as far away from her as I can. I’m so close to the edge that I almost fall off. Elektra breathes so softly that when I close my eyes, it sounds as if I’m completely alone. 
 
   “Should we barricade your door?” I whisper.
 
   “Don’t worry,” she says sleepily. 
 
   “Should we at least close the door?” I ask.
 
   “Shh,” she says. “You’re with a Shadow now, baby.” 
 
   It takes me a long time to fall asleep. Every time I get close, the image of waking up intertwined with Elektra flashes through my mind. For a moment, I see my arms wrapped around her legs, or my nose breathing in the scent of her hair, or something else equally awful. As if that’s not enough, a few times, I think I hear footsteps in the hallway and freeze with fear that another player has come to kill me. Elektra kicks me hard to get me to settle down, and eventually I convince myself that she won’t let anything happen to me.
 
   Uneasily, I let myself drift to sleep.
 
    
 
   *
 
    
 
   Elektra’s door creaks open. I don’t know how long it’s been, but the room is still dark. It’s still the middle of the night. I stand up instantly with my heart pounding in my ears. A shadowy silhouette waits on the threshold. 
 
   Not again.
 
   The intruder flicks the nearest light switch on, and all lamps illuminate to yellow. A bright glow floods every inch of Elektra’s room, and I feel vulnerable. Exposed. I shield my eyes with one hand and stare through the gaps between my fingers—it’s Star. I squint, but it’s true. The intruder this time is Star. 
 
   She stands in a boxy brown sweater and loose pajama pants on Elektra’s lavender carpet. My girl. She’s here. I run toward her instinctively, but she pushes my arms away. Her forehead wrinkles with confusion as she looks over my shoulder. Worried, I follow her gaze to see Elektra awake and sitting on the edge of the bed. The front of her robe dips suggestively below her breastbone. Her thick and shining hair gathers on one side as she tilts her head, and she eyes Star up and down without a scrap of mercy. 
 
   “Hello, Star,” Elektra says.
 
   Star takes a step back from me, wrapping her arms around her own waist. She looks like she just got punched in the stomach. I can’t bear to see her like this. Her pain is my pain. I lunge toward Star and try to hold her, but she swats my hands away. She stares in horror at my bare chest, torn up by what it implies.
 
   “Please, Star,” I say. “She made me.”
 
   “She made you what?” Star asks.              
 
   “Sweetie, calm down,” Elektra says. 
 
   “Don’t talk to her like that!” I say tightly. “Star, this isn’t what it looks like. Please trust me. I swear to you, nothing happened.”
 
   I venture another step toward her and hold my hands out as offerings. My fingers curl limply toward my palms. Star shakes her head no, she doesn’t want to touch me. She backs farther away, gripping her sides more firmly in distress. The whites of her eyes turn pink and fill with tears. She hunches over her knees, and my abs tighten with aching visceral pain. For all she knows, I could’ve had sex with this DZ girl. 
 
   Star lets out a whimper, and it hits me, I’ve never seen her so openly hurt in my entire life. Even when she sobbed in my arms about Wick, she would hide her face and tell me she was okay. She’d ask me questions about myself as she cried. She’s always been careful with my feelings, but now she’s completely unguarded. Overwhelmed. She’s standing right in front of me and experiencing the full extent of her sadness. She’s not putting on any distractions, making any excuses, or hiding one second of her suffering. Like she’s never felt anything so big before and doesn’t know how to control it. 
 
   I glare at Elektra. 
 
   “Make this right,” I order her. 
 
   Elektra shrugs, playing with her hair. She takes her time looking for split ends before letting the gleaming strands fall to her shoulders. “He’s telling the truth,” she says at last. “I made Phoenix stay with me. For security purposes only.”
 
   “Elektra thinks I can’t defend myself,” I go on. “She got worried something was going to happen to me after the intruders came—two DZs crept into my room and tried to kill me. Elektra can fight, so she made me sleep in her room. We’re a team.”
 
   “You’re a team,” Star repeats in disbelief.
 
   “The whole suite is the team,” I remind her quietly. 
 
   “Star, dear, use your brain,” Elektra says, lying back down and relaxing. “Did you see the update he posted about you? Of course you did. That’s why you’re here. Now, would he have been able to write that if we were busy together? The update went up about an hour ago…so no. Think about it, precious Star. Don’t be a stupid girl.”
 
   I grind my teeth. I hate the way Elektra said it, but she’s right. 
 
   “Star, you’re seeing the words ‘Nice smile’ and thinking I wrote them,” I say. “It’s an analogy, but you know what I mean. You’re jumping to conclusions just like I did. Please, you have to trust me. You know me.”
 
   Star rocks her head back to keep a tear from falling. I reach for her hands, and this time, she lets me take them. I tuck a strand of hair behind her perfect ear and cup the side of her face. She nestles her damp cheek into my palm, and I gaze at every inch of her beauty with all the love I have. Her small chin looks so fragile, pure white and quivering. I brush it with my thumb, savoring every sweet touch.
 
   “Let’s go somewhere alone,” I whisper. 
 
   I wrap my arms around her and pull her gently into an embrace. She hugs me back, and I feel the trust returning as I lead her into the dim living room. We’re still holding each other when we sit on the sofa, and I don’t want to let her go. I never want to let her go. It’s just the pressure that’s driving us apart, I keep reassuring myself. That’s all it is. Underneath all of this surface conflict—these stupid misunderstandings—our love is still strong. No matter what happens, we will always come back home to each other.
 
   After a few minutes, we relax our arms and sit in silence. The red blotches in her cheeks fade slowly to pink, and her breathing deepens back to normal. I kiss her tenderly on the forehead once, twice, letting my lips linger each time. 
 
   “Starlight,” I coo.
 
    She looks more like herself now. She is keeping her pain hidden as best as she can in order to stop me from feeling worse. Just like she used to do. I scoop up her legs so that they lie over my lap, and now we’ve created our own private space. Away from the prizes, away from my suitemates, and away from the terrible red stains in Tinder’s room. I should tell Star what happened to Blaze, but not yet. I don’t want to relive that horrific scene right now.
 
   “Did you get a phone number?” she sniffles.
 
   “Yes,” I whisper. “Did you?”
 
   She nods, leaning even closer, and her forehead brushes mine. Of course she got his number. My own night comes back to me now, and snippets of sleazy Bing in the Underground replay in my mind. I sneer, remembering his entourage of Easy girls. His surrogate better have been less reckless. Or at the very least, less drunk.
 
   “How did he treat you?” I ask. It comes out harsher than I expected.
 
   “Please stop it,” she says.
 
   “Stop what?” I ask. 
 
   “That,” she says, recoiling. She pushes my chest away with her hands. Her legs fall off of my lap, and she places both of her feet firmly on the floor. In just a few seconds, we’ve become separate again. We sit next to each other, but our knees are parallel. The Frontier might as well run between us.
 
   I sigh. Fine. Breathe, Phoenix. 
 
   “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about the prizes,” she suggests.
 
   “Good idea,” I say. “When we’re together, they don’t exist.”
 
   “They disappear,” she agrees. “And not just Bing and Hazel. All of them.”
 
   “Fine, of course,” I say.
 
   “That means Flora, too,” she says.
 
   “Will you stop it?” I ask. I hear the edge in my voice now. “I don’t feel anything for Flora. I haven’t thought about her since Prize Night. On my date, I only thought about you. Whenever we touched, I was thinking about you.”
 
   “You touched her?” she asks quietly.
 
   “Star!” I say. “Star, please. We can’t talk about the Carnival.”
 
   This is a nightmare. We never fought like this in Dark DC. There was rarely a cross word between us. Now, I can feel her jealousy seething in the air. She’s gone quiet again to hide it, but it’s there. I sense it lingering, intense and raw. For no goddamn reason. I hang my head and lace my fingers over the back of my neck.
 
   “Let’s stop this,” I beg. 
 
   “You’re right,” she says, shaking her head. “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No matter what, it’s us,” I say. “It’s always been us, it will always be us.”
 
   “Oh, Phoenix, I’m so sorry,” she says. 
 
   “Shh, let’s not talk about it,” I say. 
 
   I scoop up her legs again, and we fall back into our private space. She wraps her arms around my neck. Sitting uncomfortably on my phone, I pull it out from under me and rest it by my side. I glance at it quickly to make sure I’m not supposed to be anywhere else.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   12:00 a.m.–10:00 a.m. SLEEP.
 
   Location: Your suite on floor 33. Description: Rest and recover.
 
    
 
   So we rest. We recover. 
 
   As the silence rolls on, I realize how much I miss these quiet times with her. We’ve only been in America for two days, but our life in Dark DC feels like an eternity ago. She leans her head against my chest, and we look out the window. Gusts of snowflakes swirl through crisp air, but we are warm. It’s strange to be so close to harsh weather—to actually see it—but to be stronger than it. Untouchable. Powerful. Just a few hours ago, I would’ve gotten such a rush from the feeling, but tonight I was reminded of what really matters.
 
   “Do you want my number?” Star asks, nodding at my phone with a small smile.
 
   I break into a grin. “Did I do a good job on our date?” I ask.
 
   She shakes her head. “No,” she says with a laugh. “But I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, Star,” I say. 
 
   We enter each other’s numbers, and too soon, she turns to leave. Her sweater is soft against my hand as she pulls her arm away. I follow her to the foyer and lean against one of the curved white walls, savoring these last few seconds before she will disappear. I watch her walk to the front door where she pauses on the threshold and turns back for one more goodbye. Her round cheeks are even more beautiful when she smiles. 
 
   “See you tomorrow,” she whispers.
 
   “Sooner,” I say. “See you in my dreams.”
 
   I stride toward Elektra’s room feeling full of light. I run my fingertips along the golden wallpaper and let myself smile. The gray sky tells me it’s almost morning, and my phone says it’s about five. I still have five hours to sleep. Five hours to see Star the way I told her I would. I smile wider. I’ll imagine her happy and safe.
 
   Right before I enter Elektra’s room, I pause. A yellow glow beams from beneath her door, and I realize Elektra’s lights are still on. Puzzled, I turn the doorknob warily and find Elektra seated straight up on her bed. Her arms cross like two rigid sticks, and her dark eyes are fixed on me. She looks like she’s been waiting. I gulp when I understand, she’s been waiting—for God knows how long—for me.
 
   In nothing flat, she is standing just a breath away from my face and staring at me with the sharpest look I have ever seen. She grabs both of my wrists, and I cry out loud from the pain. The next thing I know, she drags me across the hall and flings me into Tinder’s old bedroom, slamming the door behind me. I am left alone in the middle of the room cloaked in eerie silence. Haunting memories of the murders dance through my mind.
 
   “Elektra, what’s going on?” I demand.
 
   “Baby,” she whispers from the hallway, “get some sleep.”
 
   A chair screeches across the floor outside, and I hear it wedge under the doorknob. My jaw drops in horror as I realize I’m being punished. For not telling her about Star, for writing that update about her, or for just spending an hour with her in the living room, I’m not sure. But I am damned sure that she’s going to make me stay here until the next event. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Elektra!” I shout. “Just open the door.”
 
   Silence.              
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   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   10:00 a.m.–12:00 p.m. PERSONALITY REPORT.
 
   Location: Your suite on floor 33. Description: Tests assessing your fit with Hazel will be sent to your phone. Complete them in the allotted time, and your customized Personality Report will be posted to your profile.
 
    
 
   The door to Tinder’s old room opens at exactly 10. I look up from my phone and watch it drift slowly ajar from where I lie sideways on his bed. I’ve barely slept, but I bolt into the hallway with the energy of a well-rested man. Anything to get out of there. 
 
   Finally outside, I sigh. I stretch. 
 
   After a few moments, I make my way into the kitchen. Last night’s heavy emotions still weigh me down, and the tile floor feels cold against my feet. Elektra and Tinder are both eating exotic fruits. They stand over the kitchen island, a square of counter in the center, and stare at their phones, probably reading the same alert I just saw. A pile of magazines sits next to the fruit bowl between them. I open the refrigerator and let the cool air sting me. 
 
   “So is Star your girlfriend?” Tinder asks. 
 
   I slam the refrigerator. “Come on, Tinder,” I say. “I just woke up.”
 
   “I heard you two in the living room last night,” he says, his tone hurt. “You said your update wasn’t true. You said you didn’t love her. You lied to me.”
 
   “I know, I know,” I say. Tinder looks at me as if I’ve betrayed him, and the only thing I can think to do is tell the truth. “I didn’t want anyone to know about us. I thought we would end up like Laser and Sunshine. Can you understand that?”
 
   “No,” he insists childishly. “You should have trusted me. We’re in this together.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tinder,” I say. 
 
   “How sweet,” Elektra says carelessly. 
 
   I ignore her. “Tinder, can you forgive me?” I ask.
 
   “Give him time,” Elektra snaps. “Now, read this.”
 
   She throws a magazine at my chest, and I fumble to pin it against my body. Tinder looks down into his ocean-blue cereal bowl and sulkily spoons milk into his mouth. I grimace, but I know Elektra is right. Tinder just needs a few hours. Then he’ll come back around. Watching him sip slowly, looking so wounded, I don’t see one hint that he will use this information about my relationship against me. I could’ve trusted him all along.
 
   “Read it, baby,” Elektra urges.
 
   I resist the urge to glare at her. I’m still not Elektra’s biggest fan, but at least I can consider us even. I hid my most precious secret from her, and she locked me in a hellish room. So I swallow my resentment and take the magazine. 
 
   “What is this?” I ask.
 
   “It’s today’s edition of Spotlight.”
 
   I grab a red apple from the bowl and bite it hard. The skin breaks easily under my teeth, and my mouth fills with its sweet juices. I chew another bite and savor the delicious tang, crunching a couple of seeds. With my free hand, I skim the glossy pages. There’s a DZ Style spread of pictures, but I ignore it. The next article seems more important. It speculates about which players got phone numbers.
 
   …CUTE has a new name, and it’s ELEKTRA! This crowd-favorite got WESLEY’s digits just TWO HOT SECONDS after meeting his surrogate at Carnegie Hall… 
 
   Of course. I stop chewing and flip the page.
 
   …and a phone number for STAR! Spotlight caught her LIP-LOCKED with a very horny surrogate outside Madison Square Garden…They started going at it before they even went inside…Is she SEXY OR SLUTTY? COMMENT on our website…
 
   I gasp in a chunk of apple. Its edges feel razor sharp as they tear down my windpipe, and for a second, I can’t breathe. Tossing the core aside, I try to cough up the fruit. It shoots out onto the magazine, right smack atop the blurb about Star. 
 
   I wipe my mouth with my forearm, still staring at the words. LIP-LOCKED. Star should have told me about that. Last night, when we were together, she should have at least mentioned it. She’s kissed Blaze and surrogate Bing, and she still hasn’t really kissed me. And I had to find out with the rest of the world. 
 
   I feel my face heat up and turn red. LIP-LOCKED. Goddamn LIP-LOCKED. The awful words surround a thumbnail picture of Star smirking. She’s in a tight orange dress with the sides cut out, like she was in some kind of car wreck. I block the picture with my hand, but I can’t get it out of my mind. She must have been thinking about me when he touched her, though. She must have. I shut the magazine and toss it toward the fruit bowl. The slick apple taste coating my mouth has turned sour. I smack my tongue in disgust. 
 
    Our phones buzz twice, thank God. I’m grateful for the distraction. A sixth tab has been added to my phone. It reads: Personality Report. I thumb it and join Elektra and Tinder around the island counter to begin. The instructions tell me that statements will appear one at a time across the top of my phone. If the statement is true, I should wave my phone to the right. If it is false, I should wave my phone to the left.
 
   Simple. 
 
    
 
   PEOPLE TEND TO DESCRIBE ME AS KIND. Wave left. False.
 
   FAMILY IS VERY IMPORTANT TO ME. Left. False.
 
   I AM ALWAYS ON TIME. What an Easy question. Left. False.
 
   I HATE WORKING UNDER PRESSURE. Left. False.
 
   I TRUST REASON OVER MY FEELINGS. Left. False.
 
    
 
   Elektra waves her phone back and forth much faster than I do. Right. Right. Left. Tinder seems to be considering every single question carefully, as if each one is a puzzle. He holds his phone motionless in his palm and reads with a creased forehead. 
 
   I continue.
 
    
 
   I LIKE TO PLAN IN ADVANCE. Left. False.
 
   THINGS ARE BETTER WHEN DONE SLOWLY. Left. False.
 
   I FIND IT DIFFICULT TO RAISE MY VOICE. Left. False.
 
    
 
   I lean more of my weight onto my elbows, where the counter feels hard and cold. Answering the questions has become automatic, fast. My mind drifts back to Star. I need to know more about that kiss. She can’t just “go at it” with a surrogate and not tell me. I would never do that to her. Not in a million Carnivals. She must be protecting my feelings, but the hiding is making me feel worse. A hell of a lot worse. 
 
   She’s going to have to describe it. That’s the only solution. If I don’t hear every last detail, I’m going to torture myself wondering how it went. Imagining where he might have touched her. If she liked it. I tilt the face of my phone away from Elektra and Tinder and swipe out of the personality report for a second. I keep waving my phone left so that they won’t notice I’ve stopped. Slowly, I type her a quick note.
 
    
 
   Phoenix: Meet up?
 
    
 
   I resume the report as soon as I can.
 
    
 
   I SEEK OUT NEW EXPERIENCES. Right. True.
 
   I LIKE BEING THE CENTER OF ATTENTION. Right. True.
 
    
 
   My phone buzzes twice. I freeze in a small panic as Elektra and Tinder spin their heads toward me. Elektra grabs my phone out of my hands before I even realize what she’s doing. I know the new message is from Star. Elektra hands the phone to Tinder so that he can see it too. His eyebrows angle up toward each other in an expression of plain and simple pain. He doesn’t look any closer to forgiving me.
 
   “Phoenix, dear,” Elektra says, “listen to me closely.”
 
   “I’m sorry, okay?” 
 
   “We are a team,” she says. “When you jeopardize yourself, you jeopardize all of us. We said we were going to help each other, and now you are dangerously on the verge of breaking your word. Tell me that you understand.”
 
   “I understand,” I growl.
 
   “So if you contact her one more time,” she says clinically, “I just may snip the thread of your relationship. Tell me again that you understand.”
 
   “Fine,” I retort. “Now give me back my phone.”
 
   Her thumb dances over the surface of my phone before tossing it toward me. I check it quickly, only to find that Elektra has deleted Star’s reply and her number. I bite my tongue to hold myself back. Sure, I’ll get Star’s number the next time she messages me, but I don’t like being under Elektra’s control. She’s screwing around with my emotions. And with Star. I look to Tinder to take my side, or at least to show some sympathy, but he shakes his head. Goddammit, I should have known trust and loyalty would be so important to him. He’s the one obsessed with honesty. Perfect for Flora, and useless right now. 
 
   Elektra resumes waving her phone. I shake mine more aggressively. Left. Right. Left. We pass the rest of the questions in silence, but my mind is howling. I’m going to have to listen to Elektra after all. Goddammit, I’m going to have to be even more careful with Star. Elektra’s guided me through the whole Carnival. I still need her to win. 
 
   Left. Right. Left. 
 
   The three of us end up sitting in various positions around the kitchen. I sit on the edge of the sink with my bare feet resting on the damp bottom. My head droops. I’m barely reading the questions anymore when the phrase Personality Report Complete flashes across the screen. Suddenly, my phone buzzes once, and I swipe to the newest alert.
 
    
 
   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   12:00 p.m.–02:00 p.m. PARENT PERMISSIONS.
 
   Location: Your suite on floor 33. Description: The prizes’ fathers will issue their permissions to players by phone. Each father will call his favorite player first. Without any permission, the player will be disqualified.
 
    
 
   What?
 
   No one told us anything about needing parents’ permission. The Easies didn’t say a word about that. Not one goddamn word. 
 
   My heart is racing. I clench my phone so hard it cuts a red line across my fingers. The Easies are always keeping us in the dark. Telling us nothing and then everything at the last minute. Only now do they let me know I’m about to sink or swim. I can’t miss this call. As my nervousness sets in, I curl my toes in a reflex toward the bottoms of my feet. My toenails scratch the silver inside of the sink and make an uncomfortably high-pitched noise. Tinder flinches at the sound, inadvertently tossing his phone into the air. Oh no. I watch in horror as he fumbles to catch it. We both sigh with relief when he holds it again. 
 
   “Careful,” I say.
 
   “Careful yourself,” he retorts, his voice shaking. His tone tells me he hasn’t forgiven me yet, and he’s far more scared than I am. He holds his precious phone to his heart and starts to chew anxiously on the knit gray crew neck of his sweater. He’s still in his boxers from last night, and below them, his knees are trembling.
 
   Elektra drops to the floor from her perch on the counter and stretches. Her pink cardigan rises up with her arms as she reaches for the ceiling, revealing two dimples in her lower back. She looks at Tinder and me over her shoulder and smiles effortlessly. There’s not a worried wrinkle in her whole face.
 
   “I’ll take my call in the living room,” she says.
 
   Tinder dodges after her. I climb down from my seat and wander after them. I’m not used to sitting this much. Walking helps ease the tension. I roll my neck around as I enter the living room and it cracks nervously. 
 
   Tinder and I start to pace. He and I walk at odds back and forth between the couch and the window. Elektra sits in front of the sofa with her legs crossed, leaning back onto her elbows. Her chin reclines to point at the ceiling in a pose of perfect relaxation. It’s 11:59 a.m. Tinder’s hands shake as he paces. I keep glancing at him, but he won’t make eye contact with me. He steps one foot after the other in an anxious weave and accidentally walks into the window. Offering to help would make it worse. He rubs the red spot on his forehead.
 
   12:00 p.m. 
 
   12:01 p.m. 
 
   12:02 p.m. 
 
   I take a seat next to Elektra. Tinder stands with his back to us now, glaring at his phone. Something buzzes, and everyone jumps. Elektra holds her phone up to ear, and I’m let down but not surprised. Of goddamn course. 
 
   “Hello?” she asks. “Nice to meet you Mr. Parker. Yes, this is Elektra.”
 
   Elektra giggles softly. Right before my eyes, she’s transformed into a complete sweetheart. Charming, polite, and startlingly kind. The Parkers will love her—but now it hits me. There’s something important that I missed. My jaw drops as I realize, we have no idea what kind of DZs the parents want. 
 
   Forget what the prizes said on Prize Night. Forget whether or not we got phone numbers. Parents have their own intentions for their children, and right now those intentions are all that matter. My gut wrenches. What Mr. and Mrs. Smith want for Hazel will determine whether or not I move on in the Carnival. Hazel said she wants a dangerous man, but for all I know, her parents may permit only the safest DZs to play her.
 
   I might not stand a chance.
 
   “Thank you very much, Mr. Parker,” Elektra says. She hangs up her phone. Tinder shoots her an expectant look that says, Tell me everything. 
 
   “I got permission.” She shrugs. “Now, everything’s up to Wesley.”
 
   I twist one of my fists into the plush white carpet, tearing into scabs left over from my fight with Bing. My knuckles sting a bit, but that’s nothing compared to the disappointment growing inside of me. I thought I was doing kind of well. I mean, I got Hazel’s phone number. My prefs are solid, growing every day. But no call by now means I’m not the Smith favorite. And I might not get permission at all.
 
   We sit in tense silence. I tuck my phone under my thigh so I won’t be able to check the time. Better not to feed my own dread. I already feel like I’m sinking. I wait and promise myself I won’t pull my phone out again until it buzzes.
 
    It will buzz. It has to. 
 
   Minutes pass. Five, ten, I don’t know. I hope Star has gotten a call by now. She must have. Sure, she’s putting on an act for the Carnival, but she’s still Star. People just love her. And I remember the exact moment when I learned that.
 
   In Dark DC, I waited as long as possible to introduce Star to my parents. Aura and Burn always said they would honor whoever I loved, but I wasn’t entirely sure they meant it. They were just so passionate about our family. I figured they’d have impossible standards for any girl I liked. So even when I fell for Star—when I knew she was the one—I waited two whole years to bring her home. I feared that day like a plague.
 
   As Star and I climbed my front steps for the first time, I was sweating. My whole body was tense with dread—much like the way I feel now, waiting for this goddamn call. As we stepped closer, out of nervousness, I tripped. My chin smacked the icy wooden railing and started to gush red. That was it, I thought. I’d ruined the whole day. Star rushed me inside in a panic, where my parents stood waiting to meet her. She was so frantic that she ran right past them. I practically screamed at her to at least wave to Aura and Burn, but she wasn’t listening. She found a towel and soap in the kitchen. Cleaned my wound. 
 
   My parents watched the whole thing, stunned and ignored. Only when I stopped bleeding did Star even realize they were there. She greeted them, and that was fine, but then came the awful waiting for Aura or Burn to say something. Anything. Burn left the room suddenly, and when he returned, he had a hunting knife. Star looked shell-shocked, but I knew what was coming. Very seriously, he offered Star the chance to carve her name on the mantle. Star didn’t know how much that gesture meant, but I did. It meant Aura and Burn would always treat her like family. Because they knew she was the one for me, too.
 
   My thigh vibrates, stirring me back into the present. Tinder spins around at the noise and stares at my leg. I reach for my phone so fast that my hands scratch each other. I pore over the ten digits displayed across the screen: 347-555-0108.
 
   Wait. I know this number. 
 
   This is the sequence that Dr. Fletcher scrawled on the yellow notepad. The exact same one, I’m sure of it. My mouth feels dry. I don’t know what to do. I sense Tinder and Elektra staring holes into me, watching my every move. My phone buzzes again in my hand, daring me to pick up, but I’m not sure if I can take this call. Whoever waits on the other end might be the one to get me—whatever the hell that means. 
 
   “Let me help you,” Elektra says with an edge. 
 
   From where she sits right next to me, she wraps her hand around mine and presses my thumb to the screen. I’ve effectively just answered the call. She raises my phone hand to my ear, and her stare gives me one option—start talking.
 
   Sound brave.
 
   “This is Phoenix,” I say sternly.
 
   “Greetings,” a familiar voice says. “This is Mr. Chauncer, Flora’s father.”
 
   “Hello, sir.”
 
   Tinder kneels on the carpet and inches closer to me. He and Elektra lean toward my phone and try to listen. I shoo them both away and head for the window where they can’t hear my conversation. I’m already on thin ice in their eyes, and I don’t want them to hear me say anything strange. Then they’d have a whole new reason to distrust me. 
 
   In front of the window, it hits me that the one who might get me is the powerful Easy in America. I clear my throat and look over my shoulder to make sure Elektra and Tinder didn’t follow. They are whispering to each other. Tinder has his eyebrows pulled together in confusion to form a perfect T with his narrow nose. 
 
   “How are you, my boy?” Mr. Chauncer asks.
 
   “I’m fine,” I say.
 
   “Then let’s get to it,” Mr. Chauncer says. “I am well aware that my news will take you by surprise, but that is no reason not to proceed. I have called you, Phoenix, to give you my permission to play Flora.”
 
   “You what?” I ask. 
 
   “You have my permission to play my daughter, Flora,” he repeats. “You are the Chauncer favorite. I apologize for not calling earlier. Most Carnival duties fall on my shoulders, and I had some business to attend to.”
 
   I nod vacantly.
 
   “As head of the Connecticut Family, I get my pick of the year’s players,” he says. “I am aware that you are committed to Hazel, but I took the liberty of changing that for you. Consider yourself in the running for Flora now.”
 
   “Sir, I don’t understand,” I stammer.
 
   “Naturally,” he says. “I suppose I should explain why I chose you, or else you might not believe that you are the favorite. Besides, I do expect you to join the Chauncers, so you may learn this in time. The Chauncers are a very powerful Family, Phoenix. We know everything that happens in this country, including things that the other Families do not know. And we know that the world is about to change. Things are about to get much more dangerous in the United States, and I want—I need—my Flora to be safe.”
 
   What?
 
   “I chose you because you’re a killer, Phoenix,” he says with a sudden vigor in his voice. “The other DZs see it. That’s why they tried to kill you first. Some Players put on shows for the Carnival, but you are a born fighter. You are the only one here who could keep my daughter safe. Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes,” I manage.
 
   “Flora loves me dearly,” he says. “My opinion will be very persuasive to her. I can’t make any promises on her behalf, but I will do my best to bring you into our Family. Interpret that as you will.”
 
   I am speechless.
 
   Mr. Chauncer hangs up, and I am left in silence. I let the phone drift away from my ear and turn to stare at Elektra and Tinder in utter, unmasked astonishment. Elektra raises an eyebrow, telling me to explain, but there are no words. The truth might turn them against me. They might think I was in on this the whole time.
 
   “Who was that?” Elektra asks.
 
   “The Smiths, Elektra,” Tinder says. 
 
   “No, no,” she says. She waves a slender finger. “I’m asking Phoenix.”
 
   I scrub my face with my hands, suddenly exhausted. I look at Tinder’s innocent expression and can’t find a single word to explain. He might actually love Flora, and he’s going to hate me when he finds out that I’m playing her. Just using her for the electricity. Elektra approaches me with impatient steps. When she’s within an arm’s reach, she shakes my shoulder to as if to wake me up from a stupor.
 
   “I’m so sorry, Tinder,” I burst.
 
   “Why?” he asks fearfully. 
 
   “Mr. Chauncer just gave me permission to play Flora.”
 
   Elektra lets me go. Tinder’s jaw drops, but Elektra nods as if she expected me to say that. Tinder looks even more hurt than I expected, and I feel absolutely terrible. All I wanted was the Smiths’ permission. This wasn’t supposed to happen. 
 
   “You lied to us,” Tinder accuses.
 
   “What? No!” I say. “I knew nothing about this!”
 
   Tinder’s phone buzzes. He raises it to his ear and turns his back to me and Elektra. Hunching slightly, his shoulder blades poke two small tents in his dull gray sweater, and he rubs the back of his neck with one hand. I haven’t done anything wrong, but I still feel like I’ve betrayed him. Tinder clears his throat with two anxious coughs.
 
   “Mr. Chauncer?” he asks hopefully. “Oh, thank God.”
 
   I’m pulled out of my pity suddenly when Elektra yanks me toward the cream sofa. I fall onto the firm cushions, and she sits me up promptly. An inch away from my face, she glares at me. I can see thin yellow rings of color constrict around her pupils. Last night’s black mascara has smudged, painting eerie black half-moons beneath her eyes. A hint of how she must have looked as a Shadow in the Dark Zone.
 
   “What else are you hiding?” she demands.
 
   “Nothing,” I say. 
 
   “Tell me now, Phoenix,” she says.
 
   “I said nothing!” I explode. Tinder waves his hand up and down in our direction, telling us to be quiet. I go on, more quietly, “This is a complete shock to me, too. Goddammit, Elektra, can’t you see it?”
 
   Elektra nods carefully. “Lucky for you, I can,” she says. She pulls my phone out of my pocket, and I don’t even resist. If she wants my phone, she’ll find a way to get it. I peer over the top to watch her update my profile.
 
    
 
   PHOENIX:
 
   Just now: bored with hazel. sup flora
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Tinder says, hanging up. As he turns to face us, he puts his hands on his hips to form two sharp triangles. His lips lock into a trembling line, and I can tell he is still hurt. More confident with the permission, but just as wounded. 
 
   “Out with it,” Elektra orders.
 
   “Mr. Chauncer said he changed the rules,” Tinder says, looking only at me. “This year, more than one player in each suite can play the same prize. That means we can both play Flora, Phoenix. Even though only one of us actually cares about her, both of us can play her.”
 
   Tinder shakes his head tearfully and stalks toward his room. Elektra rises slowly from the sofa and glides in the opposite direction. I’m left alone to let the new reality wash over me, and my back slouches with resignation.
 
   I’ll be playing Flora now, not Hazel. Between Tinder and me, only one of us can win her, and worst of all, Star doesn’t know yet. That prize has gotten under Star’s skin, and God only knows why. Something about Flora just makes her jealous. When Star finds out what’s happened now, this is going to hit her where it hurts. 
 
   I stand up in a huff. Pacing in a wide circle, my mind drifts to consider the other things Mr. Chauncer said—that the world was getting more dangerous, Flora needed to be protected—but I’m not sure how much of that I believe. Dr. Fletcher’s note warned me about him. I still don’t know what it means to be like #328, but now that Mr. Chauncer and I will be getting closer, I don’t have much time left to learn.
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   SCHEDULE
 
   **ALERT: 15 Minute Warning before Next Event**
 
   02:00 p.m.–06:00 p.m. PREPARE FOR FAMILY DINNER.
 
   Location: Your suite on floor 33. Description: Browse new reading material on your phone describing the history and current members of the Connecticut Family. Get ready for dinner tonight with the Chauncers in their home. 
 
    
 
   It’s getting very close to six. I tried reading the provided information, but I kept getting distracted by the pictures. Almost all of the Connecticut Family looks the same: blond, boring, and clean. There wasn’t a physical flaw in the group—no crooked noses, unibrows, or patches of acne—except on one man. Named Flash.
 
   His short biography was the only one I actually read. Turns out, Flash is from Dark Orlando. Two years ago, he left six brothers behind in the Dark Zone. He crossed the Frontier just like we did and was entered into the Carnival. Then he fell in love with Clementine at first sight—so he claims—and they got married at the end of the week. Flash’s picture shows him grinning like the rest of the Chauncers, but he looks different. A scar cuts across one eyebrow, leaving a hairless path, and his teeth are crooked. His hair is black. 
 
   I wonder if Flash really loves her and fidget with my phone. There’s not enough time to do anything else but think and wait before the next alert. Right now, I’m lying faceup on the bed that almost belonged to Big Eyes. Tinder said this room was bad luck, but it can’t be worse than a room where two DZs were killed. Besides, I’ve been in here since the permissions, and nothing bad has happened—not yet.
 
   “Phoenix!” Elektra calls from the hallway. She adds something I can’t quite make out. My door is shut, so I can’t hear her that well.
 
   “What?” I bellow.
 
   “I said are you dressed?” she asks, louder.
 
   “Yeah,” I say, tucking my chin into my chest and looking down at my outfit. I chose a starched, white collared shirt, khaki pants, and brown loafers with tassels that swing when I walk. Conservative and plain for the Chauncers. “Why?”
 
   “Zip me up,” she says, clearly now. She knocks quickly on my door. 
 
   “Whatever you say,” I mutter.
 
   My phone vibrates as I stand, and it sounds like I’m getting a call. Surprised, I check the screen to see a familiar number. My phone continues to buzz while I place the sequence. Where the hell have I seen this before? After a moment, I realize: Star. This is Star’s number, and she’s ringing me now. I wedge my phone immediately into my armpit to muffle the noise, and I hold my breath. I hope to God Elektra didn’t just hear that buzzing.
 
   “Are you coming or not?” she asks.
 
   “Uh…no!” I call. 
 
   “Why not?” she demands.
 
   “I need to take a piss,” I lie.
 
   That excuse should work. Elektra sighs impatiently as I run into the bathroom and slam the door too hard behind me. I wince. My phone keeps vibrating, and I pull it quickly out from under my arm. Answer it as fast as I can to stop the noise. I desperately want to talk to Star, but I’m going to have to speak quietly now to keep Elektra from overhearing. If she suspects we’ve been in contact, we’re doomed.
 
   “Phoenix?” Star asks.
 
   “Star,” I whisper. 
 
   “Do you still want to meet up?” she asks. 
 
   Standing over the bathroom sink, I glimpse my tortured expression in the mirror. What I wish I could say burns through my mind: Of course I want to see you, Star. I’d do anything to come over—I’d come over now and hold you—but Elektra threatened us this morning. I can’t explain what she said because she’s right outside, but we can’t talk to each other anymore. Just until we’re safer, maybe for the rest of the Carnival. I’m sorry, Star, but you have to trust me. This is what’s best for us.
 
   “Phoenix?” she asks. “Do you want to? After dinner?”
 
   “I can’t,” I murmur.
 
   “Okay,” she concedes in a small voice. She feels so far away. A silence grows between us, and I’m starting to feel uncomfortable. I scratch the back of my neck anxiously. If I spend too long in here, Elektra will become suspicious. I run the faucet so that Elektra will think I’m washing my hands.
 
   “Are you ready for your dinner tonight?” she asks.
 
   “We promised not to talk about the Carnival,” I whisper. 
 
   “Sorry,” she says. “Just…why did you write an update about Flora?” 
 
   “Star, please.”
 
   “You’re playing Flora, aren’t you?” she asks.
 
   I rub my forehead and feel her hurting through the phone. Elektra starts knocking on my door again, and I have to hang up. I have to. I grimace as I do it and stare at my own narrow eyes in the bathroom mirror. Star’s voice—“You’re playing Flora, aren’t you?”—repeats in my mind. Anger slowly builds, and I watch as a vein bulges red in my neck. I hate this. I run my hands through my hair to calm down.
 
   Elektra keeps knocking, but I’m not composed enough to face her. Everything with Star feels out of my control. I made a commitment—to fight for us—but all it’s done is hurt her. There’s no denying it anymore; the awful thought I’ve been avoiding is true. By being here and playing in this Carnival, I’ve only made things worse for Star.
 
   I remember the moment I decided to follow her to America. The morning sky was dark gray, and the Frontier beside me looked ominous and grim. Unbearable emptiness was ripping me apart—my whole world was falling apart—and the sadness hurt so much that I decided to leave with her after all. But that’s it. My head snaps up to attention as the realization chills me. I didn’t come here for “us,” not really. I crossed the Frontier for me. I followed Star into this country because I didn’t want to endure the heart-wrenching pain of losing her.
 
   Burn’s words echo suddenly in my mind, “When you love something, you set it free.” I know how much I love Star. Goddammit, I do. I’ve always loved her, but she is not free and that’s partly my fault. There’s not a shred of good that’s come from us being together in this Carnival, and—and I’m going to have to let her free. Free from my anger, from my selfishness, and from my jealousy. Free from this cycle of pulling her in so close and then scaring her away. I’ve put my own emotions first, but now that’s going to change. 
 
   I won’t fight for “us” anymore. I’m going to fight for her. And that means—it means letting her go for a little while. For as long as necessary. I swallow a rising lump in my throat. I will do whatever makes her the most happy, the most safe, the most free, regardless of how it makes me feel. I’m going to tell her not to worry about hurting me anymore. She will have my full blessing—my encouragement, even—to throw herself at Bing. And no matter what happens between us, I will always, always love her. 
 
   Suddenly, the lights go out. The bathroom is pitch black. 
 
   Goddammit, the bulbs must have died. I wipe my face to get a hold of myself, figuring I’m no good to Star if I get myself hurt. Spreading my arms, I creep backward to open the door and see the bedroom is dark, too. Huh. With the curtains shut and the ceiling lights now off, I might as well be at home in the middle of the night. Bewildered, I make my way carefully into the hallway, where Tinder is spinning in a slow circle with wide, mystified eyes. Elektra is standing next to him, stock-still and hyperalert. Her neck looks perfectly straight as if she listens for some kind of answer. Slowly, I realize what’s going on.
 
   This might be a blackout. 
 
   “They must have…generators,” Tinder whispers fearfully.
 
   I grunt to agree, but the lights are not turning back on. Elektra rushes past me to the side of my bedroom and starts flipping the light switch up and down—for nothing. The room is still dark. She runs to the curtains and flings them open, revealing a New York City gone completely dark. Tinder gasps, and my heart is racing. Every tower in the skyline is almost black. The traffic lights below have stopped working. Easies walking the sidewalks look up at the sky in a daze, trying to figure out what’s going on. More and more of them clamber out of their cars, searching in vain for just one yellow square of light. 
 
   It’s really happened: A blackout has struck.
 
   “Do you think it will last?” Tinder asks.
 
   “I don’t know,” I say.
 
   I imagine how this might play out. If the electricity returns soon, then the Carnival will continue as usual. There would probably be punishments for everyone who tried to escape. But if the power stays off for a whole day—or for the rest of the week—then that might be enough time to get out of the city…
 
   Elektra turns around suddenly, distracting me from my thoughts. There’s a glint in her eye, and I can sense what she wants to do. She’s about to leave the Carnival. Before I can stop her, Elektra leans forward to bolt like lightning down the hallway. I chase determinedly after her, pumping my arms in the slowly chilling air. Get back here. She sprints much faster than I do, but I can’t let her leave. Elektra’s been my ticket since I got here, and there are still four days left to the end. I need her advice. She has to stay. 
 
   Elektra gets farther and farther ahead of me. Too fast. She sails smoothly past every dark room, and now she swings herself around her doorway and slams her door. I’m only halfway there, in the foyer. I slow to a stop and catch my breath right as the front door opens beside me. Two DZs from the adjacent suite poke their heads in and observe our dead chandeliers and lamps. Their eyes are wide at the possibility. 
 
   “You too?” one asks.
 
   I nod. 
 
   At the end of the hallway, Elektra’s door creaks open and she jogs out of her room. She’s dressed in her black leather pants and jacket from day one. She’s even reapplied the charcoal around her eyes and swept her hair into a high ponytail. A full-fledged Shadow again. Elektra runs past me and the neighboring DZs out the front door—and I have only one choice. I have to get her and bring her back. 
 
   She races down the stairwell next to the elevators. I follow her at top speed, my chest already burning from the sprint. The stairs are dark as hell, but this is exactly the kind of place where I feel most at home. We run.
 
   “Elektra!” I shout. 
 
   She laughs, and the sound echoes demoniacally throughout the shaft. She’s getting more and more ahead of me all the time. Goddammit, I can’t seem to keep up. I hear less and less of her with every new staircase. She’s a flight ahead of me, then two, now five, now almost ten. I can’t hear her at all anymore, but I keep jumping my way down. I pause on the third floor to listen and breathe, but now she has completely disappeared. The stairwell is deathly silent, and every exit door is perfectly still. She’s gone.
 
   I lean over the banister and stare down the remaining flights. There are four left. Puzzled, I check the exit door next to me, which indicates that I’m on the third floor. Just like I thought. I look back down. Four to go. There must be an extra door below the lobby level. Curious, I jog down toward it. My footsteps reverberate as I move. 
 
   Standing in front of the basement door, I push it tentatively. On the other side, I find another door just like it. Slightly more nervous now, I get the sense that there is something important down here. I press the second door open and walk into a metallic space the size of my bedroom. Every surface in here looks like aluminum. The far wall holds a bolted iron door, with a plaque: The Chauncer Laboratories. Before the sign, two Suits stand carrying large semiautomatic rifles in the dark. As a gun man, I know exactly what those can do. And I’m shocked to see this room so guarded.
 
   “Hello, sirs,” I say. It comes out awkwardly. 
 
   The Suits glare at me. Looking back at the plaque, I try to figure out what the hell I’ve gotten myself into. Chauncer Laboratories. Dr. Fletcher’s note comes back to me now, and I wonder if the reason he warned me about Mr. Chauncer has anything to do with this place. I get the feeling that it does. Thinking quickly, I try to come up with a way to get through the bolted door—and now I have it.
 
   I pull up my left sleeve, where I wear my family crest. One of the Suits leans toward me to get a better look at the tattoo. He raises his eyebrows in surprise, and now he looks back at his partner, unsure of how to proceed. 
 
   “I am a member of the Troublefield Family,” I declare, taking advantage of his hesitation. Already, I sense that their approval is getting closer and closer. “Mr. Chauncer gave me permission to be here.”
 
   One of the Suits nods at the other and then opens a closet built into the side of the room. From inside, he pulls out a white lab coat with the initials TC on the front pocket and a blue mask to wear over my mouth. I put them both on as quickly as I can. The Suit enters a long code on a grid of single digits next to the bolted door. Now, it opens to reveal a well-lit hallway, and I almost gasp aloud. Electricity works in this part of the basement. They must have generators specifically for here. The rest of New York is dead, but I am basking in power—this place must be vitally important. 
 
   I step forward. 
 
   The hallway is lined with white doors and a pristine white floor. Each door has a number on its front, beginning with #100. Now, the message makes sense. I hear the door bolt again behind me as I realize this is where I will find the mysterious #328. 
 
   I walk down the long hallway with quick steps. Faster. Faster. Suddenly, a door at the end of the corridor swings ajar. As it opens to face me, I see #321 displayed. Two doctors in lab coats emerge. To keep them from seeing me, I turn the handle of the nearest door and dash inside. The outside is labeled #316. 
 
   In the room, a redheaded boy my age lies on a hospital bed. His green eyes are open, but there is a blankness behind them, as if he’s watching a world without meaning. The brass nameplate above his bed reads Flint Wilson. Flint, a DZ name. As my loafers squeak across the floor, he turns his head toward me. His mouth hangs open and I can see his teeth are cracked and crooked—definitely a DZ. When the door shuts, he jerks his attention back to the door. 
 
   “Who’s there?” he calls, frightened. 
 
   He struggles against the white belts that cross his body horizontally to bind him. He looks frantically from side to side, searching for me. Right in front of him, I feel hidden. I wave my hand through the air—in small circles at first, now bigger and bigger swoops—but he doesn’t turn in my direction. He doesn’t look at me at all. It’s as if he can’t see me—and now I realize that’s exactly it: He’s blind.
 
   “Shh,” I say, trying to soothe him. 
 
   “Who are you?” he asks.
 
   “I am Phoenix of Dark DC,” I whisper. “I’m not here to hurt you.”
 
   “You have to get me out of here,” he says. His voice chokes up with growing sadness. His Adam’s apple bobs up and down nervously in his throat. 
 
   “Calm down,” I say. “Just tell me what happened.”
 
   “I don’t know,” he says. “I lost the Carnival last year, and they threw all forty-six of us in here. Look at me, Phoenix. This is what they mean by isolation quarters. First, they chained me to this bed, and then they started giving me these shots. In one day, my vision was gone. Just gone. Things went blurry and then they disappeared. All I see is black. They turned the lights out in my eyes, Phoenix.”
 
   My hand is shaking slightly. I’m glad he can’t see my fear.
 
   “Why?” I ask.
 
   “They’re testing us for something,” he says. “I don’t know what. The players who won a prize didn’t get thrown in here, but the rest of us did. When they say you lose, they’re talking about your eyes.”
 
   I hear the doctors pass by Flint’s room and walk to the end of the hall. The bolted door opens. A pause grows, and now the door has shut again. They must have just left. I have to make it to #328 before they come back.
 
   “Flint, I have to go,” I say.
 
   “Don’t go, Phoenix!” he calls. 
 
   I shouldn’t have told him my real name. I slip out of the door, and I lean against the wall for support. The Easies lied to us again. The stakes are even higher for winning than I thought. I need to know more. I swallow my fear and hurry toward room #328. Lightly, barely touching the handle, I push down and walk through the doorway. Two beds lie before me, one with a girl and one with a boy. Both are my age and strapped with the white bands. Both turn to look at me as I walk in. They—whoever they are—are not blind.
 
   “Who are you?” the girl asks fearfully.
 
   Her heart-shaped face sits beneath curly blonde hair pulled back into a neat, low ponytail. She looks into my eyes and seems strangely familiar, but I can’t remember where I’ve seen her before. Stepping slowly to the side, I watch as her clear blue eyes follow me. She looks at the boy in confusion, wrinkling her faint eyebrows together. 
 
   “Are you a prize this year?” she asks.
 
   “No, I’m a player,” I say warily.
 
   “A DZ!” they say together. 
 
   “I need to know something, but I don’t have much time to stay,” I say. “Dr. Fletcher gave me the number of this room and told me to ‘be like #328’ if Mr. Chauncer ever got me. Do you have any idea why he might have told me that?”
 
   I look back and forth between their pale faces as they nod their heads in understanding. Now the boy seems familiar, too. He has a sharp chin and a wide jaw. His shaggy black hair is long, and also pulled back into a low ponytail. But I feel too pressured to try and figure out how I know them. I put my hands on my hips and wait. Time is ticking.
 
   “He said that,” she says, “because we’re immune.”
 
   “Immune to what?” I ask.
 
   “The blindness,” she says. “They officially declared us immune last week. Laser and I are the only ones who haven’t gone blind. We’re both from Dark Charlotte. Dr. Fletcher was one of our doctors until he left for the Frontier…” 
 
   “Why did he go to the Frontier?” I ask.
 
   “We had three main doctors,” Laser says, his voice slow and deep. “Dr. Fletcher, Dr. Harris, and Dr. Travers. They weren’t like the other doctors we’ve seen. They cared about us. Anyway, when they found out we were immune, they thought something about our city had protected us. The water, I think. But they wanted to test their theory first.
 
   “Mr. Chauncer wouldn’t let them do it. He said the Dark Zone was uninhabitable, and he wasn’t about to let his best doctors die looking for a panacea. Mr. Chauncer said he would send a team down there, but he needed time to build it. Our doctors didn’t want to wait, so Dr. Fletcher and Dr. Harris staged a crash by Dark DC. Dr. Travers was able to pass through the hole they created in the Frontier while everyone was distracted. He’s still loose down there somewhere, trying to test their theory.”
 
   The breach was a distraction after all. 
 
   “There’s a virus spreading,” Laser adds.
 
   “What?” I ask in horror. 
 
   “It hasn’t reached this coast yet, but it will,” she says. “Every state west of Montana has been lost to the disease.”
 
   The news almost knocks me over as I put everything together, and it’s all eerily making sense. There’s a virus causing blindness spreading north of the Frontier. That’s why the Easies really started the Carnival. The Frontier forms a natural quarantine, so no one in the Dark Zone has been infected yet. I clench my fists. The Families never cared about giving back—they cared about getting their test subjects. That and they wanted their children to have dates without getting infected. That would explain the No Touching rule, too. All this time, it was because they didn’t want to get infected.
 
   “Thank you, Laser,” I whisper, “and…”
 
   “Sunshine,” she says.
 
   Now I remember how I know them. From the magazines. Laser and Sunshine got disqualified from last year’s Carnival for being in love, and they ended up in the Chauncer Laboratories. I shiver. Star and I could still end up here, and God only knows if we’re immune.
 
   There’s so much more I want to know, but I’m too nervous to stay any longer. Getting caught could be the end of me. I slip outside and jog back down the hall. I reach the door at the end of the hallway and bang on it with my fist. I want to get out of here.
 
   The Suits let me out. I drop my coat and mask on the aluminum floor. Before they can tell me to pick it up, I run upstairs. Higher. Faster. As I move, the lights in the stairwell start to flicker. I ascend in flashing white and black light. Jumping up the stairs, I realize Mr. Chauncer was telling the truth about one thing: The world is getting more dangerous. We might have lost our electricity in the Dark Zone, but the Easies are losing their vision. The lights around me suddenly flicker back on completely, and my eyes sting in the brightness. My phone buzzes once to interrupt my thoughts. I don’t stop climbing and raise it to my ear. 
 
   “Players,” Mr. Chauncer says. My jaw tightens. “The tri-state area has just suffered a temporary blackout. All power has been restored. The Carnival will continue, and your schedules have been altered accordingly. All players who are not currently in The New York will be caught and promptly disqualified…” 
 
   I drop my phone and stop for a moment before reentering the door to my floor. The Carnival is back on, but for me, it’s become a different game. Burn’s words repeat in my head for the second time today. “If you love something, you set it free.” The phrase doesn’t just apply to Star. It applies to every DZ stuck in that goddamn basement. I’m going to set them free, too. I’ll win this electricity and then I’ll take them all back with me to the Dark Zone. We’ll leave the Easies alone to suffer in the blackest darkness of all.
 
    
 
    
 
   END OF BOOK ONE
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