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EASON



CHAPTER1

I sit still like a bronzed statue on the edge of the bed, but
my mind is racing to plot out every detail of what must
happen now. As Keya left, she was muttering about how
little sleep she’ll get tonight. She can rest assured I'll get
even less.

I’'m once again a contestant of the Burning. In just
the last few hours since it happened, I've already made
peace with this fact and all it entails.

She is a contestant of the Burning. That’s harder for
me to accept.

Nothing can happen to Emery Kennish—I would
rather die than live with that. And death may be exactly
the cost of protecting her. But even my life may not be
enough in the end. Still, I have to try.

I wait, each second ticking by with the agonizing
sluggishness of syrup dripping through the neck of an
hourglass. Finally, the lights turn out, and I jump into



action. I have to get the receiver back in place, connected
to the barrier field generator in the heart of the Council
Building. I need to do this now—tonight—so that no
matter what happens to me, Emery will be able to activate
the transmitter from the Ash and bring down the barrier
field. Hopefully, I'll be with her to handle everything
myself, but hope and luck are radically dangerous things
to bet the future of The City on.

Aided only by the narrow beam of light streaming
through the window, I open the secret compartment on
the bottom of the wooden box that was a gift from my
dad and remove another gift—a thin, jagged, tarnished
pin. I insert it into the hole on the side of my intercuff
and the band pops open and falls away from my wrist. I
moan at the acute relief of being free of the thing, but I
know I'll pay for the temporary reprieve when it’s time to
reactivate it later.

I pocket the intercuff and key to take along with me
just in case I run into any trouble along the way. Then, I
approach the door to my room. While all the contestants’
doors are locked at this hour of the night, I know I won’t
have any trouble opening mine.

This special access doesn’t have anything to do with
my previous position as Burn Master—an assignment I
gave up just hours ago when I rejoined the Burning. It’s

also not something Keya arranged in order to help me.



I’m able to pass through doors that should be locked
because, without my intercuff, I'm little more than a
ghost to The City’s main computer. It’s an ingenious
system, really—the key is actually the lock. While most
people believe our intercuffs unlock the doors we're
authorized to pass through, it’s actually the other way
around. The doors in the Flame are electronically locked,
which takes energy. So, rather than waste The City’s
power continually securing every door, they’re all kept
unlocked. When the computer detects an intercuff
approaching, the door locks before it can be reached.
There’s a very faint hum and click that comes with this,
audible twenty feet ahead and behind as you move, the
evidence of doors locking and unlocking as you pass. You
have to listen very carefully to notice it at all.

Everyone in the Flame wears an intercuff at all times,
so it makes no difference whether the doors are locked all
the time or just as they detect an intercuff approaching.
The effect is the same, granting and restricting movement
based on authorization through scanned intercuffs at door
panels. As far as I know, I've got the only unauthorized
intercuff key in existence. Even being on the Council, I'm
not sure how my father managed it. It doesn’t look like
the one so carefully guarded and regulated by The City.

Now that my intercuff is deactivated, I need to move

quickly. The Enforcers will notice if the signal is lost for



too long. I listen carefully at the door for a few seconds,
just in case a staff member is walking by, but I hear
nothing. Cautiously, I pull on the door, which opens
freely. I peck my head out into the darkened hallway. All
is still and silent so I waste no time. Closing the door
behind me, I take off at a run, careful to keep my footfalls
light. It’s a simple matter to navigate the hallways I know
so well. Much easier than it was the first time I made this
journey.

On my first, and what should have been only,
attempt at the Burning, I didn’t expect to pass. I was
certain I'd fail and be freed to the Ash. So certain, maybe
I’d been careless.

“Keep your friends close and your enemies closer.”
That’s the phrase Ember, an assistant to the Council, said
applied to my situation. And so, they made me Burn
Master to keep me “closer.” But I've just rejected that
assignment and rejoined the Burning, forcing the Council
to either reassign me or send me to the Ash, outside the
barrier field. Those are the two official outcomes of the
Burning. But Keya and I are all too aware of a third, quiet
and sinister, option.

If 'll have any hope of reaching the Ash, the Council
must see me as neither friend nor enemy, but simply
insignificant because, as Keya so deftly observed, there’s

nothing closer than dead. The Council’s already proven



they’re willing to kill to protect their power. And by
rejecting such a coveted assignment, I've almost certainly
just marked myself as their next target. They already don’t
trust me, and a move like this will only make them more
suspicious of my plans and intentions.

As T exit the Burning Center, I slow my pace to a
casual, self-assured walk. There aren’t many people out at
this time, but curfew in the Flame is not enforced nearly
as strictly as it is in the Smoke. That works both to my
advantage and disadvantage. To see someone walking
outside draws little notice, even from many Enforcers.
However, there are more people around who might
recognize me. As Burn Master—correction: former Burn
Master—I'm well known. News of my reentry has
probably spread rapidly, and anyone who gets a clear look
at my face will instantly realize I shouldn’t be out here.
All of my former privileges and access are gone, instantly
reduced to the level of Burning contestant with one
momentary scan of my intercuff at the entry gate.

I keep to the edge of the buildings, remaining in
shadow as much as possible. When a courier truck passes,
I pause and turn my back to him, pretending to be
checking my intercuff for a message. The trickiest part is
at the street corners where torches burn brightly,
illuminating the Flame. But in the end, even that poses

little challenge, and soon I'm standing at the entrance



door to the Council Building.

The windows to the building all are dark. Everything
is still. I press on the door, already seeing in my mind the
route I'll take up the stairs to the room that holds the
barrier field generator.

But the door doesn’t budge!

Glancing around, I make sure I'm not being
observed, and then I press again against the large wooden
door, but it holds fast.

“Blazes,” I mutter, stifling the urge to bang against
the solid metal door.

I make my way around the back of the building and
try the door there, but the results are the same. I'm locked
out. I think I've just identified where The City’s power
drain is coming from. Apparently, the Council has put
their building on permanent lockdown to prevent any
unauthorized entry.

I can’t help believing this was done because of me.
Even though the Council doesn’t know about the receiver
or transmitter, they know I left my room the first night of
the Burning. Apparently at some point after that, the
Council decided it was worth the energy costs to keep the
Council Building locked at all times, whether anyone was
detected nearby or not. It can’t be just a coincidence.

Frustrated, I stare up at the windows, several stories

high, wondering if there’s any hope I could scale the



building and enter through a window. But I'm sure
they’re all locked, too. Besides, that would take too much
time. If 'm not back in my room with my intercuff
reactivated in about seven minutes, Enforcers will be
paying me a visit. That’s never a good thing, but under
my current circumstances, it would be particularly
disastrous.

Resigned, I make my way back to the Burning
Center. This is a definite setback, but I'm confident that
with Keya’s help and her access the receiver will be in
place long before the Burning ends. We still have four
more nights and five days before the Refinement
Ceremony when judgment will be rendered by the
Council. No one leaves the Burning Center before the
Refinement for any reason.

After that, there are three possible ways this ends. Ill
cither be heading for the Ash with Emery—preferable. I'll
be reassigned—unlikely. Or T'll be hauled away to be
killed—probable. But until then, I'm fairly certain I'm
safe because killing me in the midst of the Burning would
draw too much attention. Itll happen quietly after the
spotlight is off.

I shake my head to clear away the images that are
starting to form—macabre and painful. My death is not a
certainty. I can’t let myself think as though it is.

I am going to survive.



And I'm going to keep Emery safe.

I stop at Keya’s door and tap quietly six times in a
pattern she’ll recognize. I need to inform her of the
current situation even though we won’t make another
attempt tonight. Someone may realize they've already
seen me pass by a few times tonight and decided to take a
closer look. Besides, even if Keya’s intercuff still has access
to the Council Building, it’s not like she can just walk in
there for no reason without stirring up a heap of trouble.
We'll have to think through our next moves carefully, and
that may take a little time.

I wait a few seconds and then tap again, slightly
louder this time. Still, she doesn’t answer and there are no
sounds to indicate movement within her room. Maybe I
was wrong. Maybe she’s sleeping soundly tonight, after
all. If so, this isn’t worth waking her. Whether she finds
out tonight or tomorrow won’t make much difference
anyway.

I proceed toward my room—not the one just down
the hallway from Keya where I slept last night as Burn
Master. It takes me several turns to make it to the much
smaller room now allotted to me as a contestant. As I
round the last corner, 'm half expecting to see an
Enforcer waiting for me outside my door because that
seems to be my luck tonight, but the dim corridor is silent

and empty. I don’t fully relax until I find that nobody is



waiting for me inside the room either. Only then do I
give the coin in my pocket a little squeeze and thank it for
one small bit of fortune tonight.

Then, I pull the intercuff from my pocket. When I
insert the key, my intercuff fastens into place on my wrist,
bringing with it a sharp, punishing stab to my nerves. I
wince and stifle a groan. The pain of it only gets worse
the more times I do this, and I've done this more times
than I can count. That jolt of pain may be the sensation I
hate more than any other pain I've experienced—well,
except the pain of the intercuff doling out even higher
doses of that pain as punishment.

I take my time getting ready for bed because I doubt
I'll sleep much tonight anyway—way too many things to
be concerned about. It would make sense for me to fret
over the locked Council Building, the upcoming Trials,
whether I'll be able to escape to the Ash and what dangers
Il face there, or the high probability that the Council has
already decided to kill me just to ensure I'm not a threat.
But all of that feels distant at the moment, like I'm
viewing it through layers of distorted glass.

Instead, what consumes my thoughts and causes my
chest to seize up like I'm having a heart attack is a
cacophony of emotions related to Emery. I'm elated she’s
here, and at the same time, I'm so angry that she took

such a stupid and pointless risk to join the Burning. I



can’t wait to see her, and I'm terrified she won’t be happy
to see me. I desperately want to know why she kissed me
that day—the last time I saw her—and I'm resigned to
the likelihood that it meant nothing at all to her.

I let the feelings slowly settle, and what rises to the
surface of it all is a certainty that, no matter why Emery
came and what she does or does not feel for me, I don’t
regret my decision to return to the Burning. No matter
what it costs me, and whether or not she wants my help, I
will protect her—here and in the Ash.

I've finished brushing my teeth and washing my face,
and I shut off the running water just in time to hear a
faint rustling noise coming from over near the door.

I freeze.

All is still and quiet. Slowly, I walk toward the door
to investigate. If an Enforcer had finally come around,
they would have let themselves in. Maybe it was just a fly
buzzing or a figment of my imagination. I step to the
door and press my ear to it, straining to hear if anything is
happening in the hallway beyond. I can’t be certain, but I
think maybe I hear footsteps fading away.

I pull back and take a step toward my bed when my
foot lands on something that’s clearly not cold ceramic
tile. I bend down and pick up a small scrap of paper.
Someone has just slipped a note under my door.

Pulse thudding in my head, I race over to stand near

10



the window, holding the paper into the light. There’s a
hastily scrawled message, but I instantly recognize the
handwriting as Keya’s. I guess she wasn’t fast asleep, after

all.
They can’t beat a Burn Master at her own game.

Everything’s arranged.
You're welcome.

11



CHAPTER 2

I awake in the morning long before breakfast time. For
the first time in far too long, I go through my old training
routine. After resigning myself to the fact that we would
need to find someone else to take the transmitter to the
Ash, T slowly let myself become lax about training,
rationalizing that I would fit in better here in the Flame if
I couldn’t lift more than my own body weight above my
head. Now, as I struggle to complete just one hundred
push-ups, I realize what a mistake that was. I wonder how
much of my strength and endurance I can get back in just
one week.

By the time I'm finished exercising, showered, and
dressed, the sound of footsteps and indecipherable chatter
is filling the hallway outside my door. I debate how I
want to handle breakfast. It’s not fear of the confused or
anxious stares I'll receive from the other contestants that
causes me to hesitate. I couldn’t care less what they think
of me.

Emery is the only person I want to see. I want it so

12



badly every nerve in my body feels like live wires. But that
is precisely why I hold back. During the night, one thing
became clear.

I am Emery’s biggest threat.

It hurts to admit it, but it’s true. As a girl from the
Smoke, if she keeps her distance from me, she’s almost
certainly destined for the Ash. But if the Council suspects
we are allied somehow, the same target on me would also
be on her. The only way she doesn’t make it through the
Burning alive is if I put her at risk by getting too close.

Once we're in the Ash, there will be time for a
reunion of sorts with no one watching. Sure, there may be
plenty of dangers there, but that’s exactly why I rejoined
the Burning—so I could be there to protect her. Making
sure we both reach the Ash—alive and together—is the
real feat 'm up against, not these meaningless tests the
Council requires.

I wait until I know most people will be done eating
before I leave the solitude of my room. When I walk into
the dining hall, I scan the room quickly and my breath
hitches. She’s there, sitting at a table near the podium
where Keya will stand—alone this time—to welcome the
contestants and begin the first Trial.

I want so badly to go to her, to not just steal glances
from across the room, but to hear her speak—hear her say
my name. But that’s the last thing I should do. Quickly, I
duck into a seat a few tables back, skipping the serving

13



window and forgoing my breakfast. Years of plenty to eat
makes skipping this one breakfast an insignificant
sacrifice. Besides, it's good for me to get used to
inconsistent meals and an empty stomach in case I find
trouble in the Ash.

Even though I'm not far behind her, there are several
people blocking me from her sight, even if she were to
turn. I shift and peek furtively at her as often as I dare.

She doesn’t appear very impressed by the red carpets
and sparkling chandeliers, and I feel certain she didn’t
come here for the promised grandeur of the Flame. This
doesn’t really surprise me, but it does deepen my curiosity
to know exactly why she did choose to cross the Wall of
Fire.

She looks so beautifully, perfectly, amazingly out of
place here in the Flame. Even with her hair twisted up
into an elaborate style—my guess is her maid must have
done it—she still stands out. There are the obvious things
such as her unpainted face, unembellished clothing, and
shoes that look like they should have gone to the recycler
years ago. But there’s also something about the way she
moves, the enthusiastic way she savors each bite of food,
and the alertness in her gaze, all things that mark her as
an outsider.

I'm so relieved at the sight of her that moisture
begins to pool in the corners of my eyes. Annoyed and

self-conscious, I blink it away and take several deep
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breaths to clear my head, pointedly refusing to allow
myself another glimpse until I'm sure I have regained full
control of myself.

Keya enters the dining hall and catches my eye just
long enough to shoot me a quick wink. Then she scowls
and turns away as though she’s ignoring me—which is
exactly what she should be doing to keep up the
appearances. I have no idea what Keya worked out to
ensure I'll make it safely to the Ash with Emery, but 'm
sure it’s brilliant.

Keya moves to the podium. As I turn to face her, ’'m
met with another glimpse of Emery, who still hasn’t even
glanced my way. I wonder if I can make it through the
entire Burning without her ever taking notice of me.

My stomach twists unhappily at the thought. I want
her to notice me, but if she does, I'll have to ignore her. If
she speaks to me, I'll have to pretend I have no memory
of her. In any manner the Council can observe—mostly
by listening through the intercuffs—they must not
connect her to me in any significant way.

“Welcome, welcome!” Keya says in full Burn-Master
mode now. “I am so pleased to officially begin this round
of the Burning.” The contestants cheer, I clap while only
half listening, and she goes on. I've heard all of Keya’s
speeches more than enough times, and I'm already
incredibly clear on how everything here works.

I debate how to approach the maze, a system of

15



shifting shrubbery that I mostly designed myself. Left to
her own skills, Emery’s almost certain to come in nearly
last. That’s not an insult against her in any way. Obstacle
and Maze Navigation Theory isn’t something they study
in the Smoke. Plus, she’ll have no idea that shifting walls
are even a possibility.

I’'m considering if it would be best for me to be the
very last contestant to exit the maze, or maybe just in the
bottom five. If I make it too clear that going to the Ash is
my aim, that’ll probably be the one place the Council will
never let me go. This is going to be a delicate balance
to—

The room erupts into chaos. My attention snaps
back to the present. What did Keya just say? Nothing
about the Iron Trial we planned together should be
eliciting this frenzied reaction. What did I miss? Does it
have something to do with the arrangements she worked
so hard to settle last night?

It only takes about twenty seconds before the room is
awash in yellow, emanating from every intercuff in the
room, except Keya’s. The room falls silent at the threat.

“That’s better,” Keya says, appearing unfazed. I listen
with rapt attention now as she proceeds to give further
explanation. “The Iron Trial will be a maze. Only the first
fifteen contestants to exit the maze will proceed in the
Burning. The rest will be eliminated and sent to the Ash
directly afterwards.”

16



I’m stunned.

The last thirteen contestants to exit will be
eliminated!

How is this even possible?

Nothing like this has ever happened before. That’s
the one guarantee of the Burning—you get four Trials to
prove yourself: not just one, four.

“The Iron Trial begins now!” Keya proclaims. The
first ring above her head bursts into flames, and the room
erupts into a torrent of motion as contestants rush for the
doors.

I don’t know how she managed to arrange this, but I
can see the brilliance in it. There’s nothing to draw
suspicion if neither Emery nor I are within the first fifteen
to complete the maze. On day one, we’d both be on our
way to the Ash—no questions, no scrutiny, no time for a
misstep.

Except for one thing: the receiver is still not in place.

I’'m not ready to leave The City. I'm not ready to
enlist Emery’s help in the Ash. And I'm definitely not
willing to stay behind and let Emery face the Ash alone.
That means I must ensure we both survive this T'rial.

In the seconds it takes me to make these
connections, Emery has already reached the doors and is
about to be swallowed up in the flow of people dispersing
into the maze. I leap to my feet and race for the doors,

trying desperately not to lose sight of her.
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I'm the last person to clear the threshold into the
Trial Room and the doors swing shut behind me. Six
different paths branch off immediately, formed by tall
walls of thorny hedges. Contestants are spreading out and
moving deeper into the maze. I turn my head from side to
side, scanning for any sign of Emery. I almost give up and
just head straight ahead, when suddenly I catch a glimpse
of her hair, cascading in waves high above her head, far
down the path to the right just as it rounds the next
corner.

Like a bolt of electricity, I take off after her, running
as fast as I can, which unfortunately isn’t as fast as I once
could. Still, 'm faster than most of the other Flame-born
contestants and I easily pass them by. If we make it
through this, I'll have to remember to thank Emery’s
maid—most likely it’s Petra—for that tall and easily
recognizable hairstyle.

I take a right at the first opportunity, just where I
saw her disappear. When I round the corner, there’s no
one there. I proceed forward, glancing down three
openings to the left, but spot her again down the next
corridor that turns to the right. I take off running,
following her around three more right turns. I stay back
far enough that she’s not likely to notice me, as focused
on running as she is, but close enough that I won’t lose

her.

I expect that the exit is still at the center of the maze
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since Keya wouldn’t have had time to redesign the entire
maze last night, even if she’d been inclined to do so for
my benefit. That means Emery’s already heading in
generally the right direction, though finding a way
through to the finish will be tricky even though I know
the patterns. If time wasn’t a factor, I'd stand still and just
wait for the walls to shift—as I know each eventually
will—letting me slowly walk a straight line to the exit.
But that could take hours.

As I move quickly along, ’'m noting the layout of the
maze and holding it against mental blueprints to see the
algorithm controlling the changes. At the same time, I'm
keeping tabs on Emery. She runs with speed and
confidence, never pausing to debate her next move. At
first, this is puzzling, but soon, I realize she only makes
right turns—clever. She’s following a maze mapping
algorithm. Unfortunately, in a shifting maze with the exit
at the center, this isn’t going to do her much good.

Once I figure out the right path, T'll guide us both
out of here. I wonder if there’s any way to get her to
follow me without actually talking to her or telling her to
follow. If she knew I was here, would she want to come
with me?

She pauses at the cracking sound of a wall shifting
just on the other side of the hedge to her right. I duck
down the passage to the left so she won’t see me. Gasping,

I'm grateful for the short reprieve to catch my breath.
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We've been in the maze nearly an hour and this is the first
time Emery’s about to witness the maze wall shrivel up
and a new passage open. They've been shifting all over, I
could hear them, but now she’s going to see for herself
what she’s up against and why her strategy of keeping a
wall always to her right and following it throughout the
entire maze is destined to fail.

Crouching out of sight, I have an idea. What if ’'m
not the one to seek her out? I know how the walls are
going to shift, and I see how I can get around in front of
her path. When she starts to move again, she can
“happen” to see me. Hopefully, then she’ll follow me,
maybe just out of curiosity at my presence here, but that’s
enough to save us both.

I peek back around the corner to where the newly
formed opening is nearly cleared, just a few more
branches remain in the way. She’s standing, staring at the
space with wide eyes and opened jaw—she understands
what this means.

I’s uncomfortable to move away from her, but I do
it. The location of the opening Emery just watched
appear tells me everything I need to know about where we
are in the maze and how it’s going to shift next. I make a
right and then a quick left, preparing to loop back around
to Emery.

And then I hear her scream.

Her cry is desperate and pained and is accompanied

20



by the sound of rustling and groans, as though she’s
grappling with an assailant. It'll take me longer to reach
her if I keep to my plan, so I spin on my heels and head
back the way I came. But when I reach the second turn,
the pathway has already been blocked by newly formed
shrubbery.

My heart begins pounding furiously in my chest.

This wall does not belong here.

This isn’t my algorithm. Keya was busier last night
than I'd guessed. This means I'm as blind in the maze as
anyone else. Even worse, I can’t reach Emery at the very

moment she actually needs me.
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CHAPTER3

The screams coming from just a few rows away are
agonizing to hear. I can’t tell what’s happening to her, but
it sounds horrific. In addition to changing the maze
algorithm, did Keya release some kind of ferocious beasts
to stalk and maul the contestants?

At least I know that anything happening inside of a
Trial isn’t real. The maze is all projections on barrier
fields. The same would be true of any other animals or
obstacles. But this knowledge does little to placate my
panic as I race to find another route back to Emery.
Safety parameters will keep anything created for the Trial
from causing real harm, but an almost undetectable fog in
the air makes everything we experience feel agonizingly
real.

Finally, whatever is happening to her seems to cease
its assault as the scuffling stops.

“Help!” she yells, and I wonder why she isn’t moving
again. Does she believe she’s hurt that badly?
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“Emery!” I yell, but my voice is drowned out by the
sounds of her own screams and pleas for rescue.

I take off running, straining to hear her and find a
path back as quickly as possible. Her cries become softer
and more resigned, as though she’s giving up.

“Emery,” I call, but my voice comes out strangled
and weak, my oxygen severely impaired by exertion and
anxiety. She doesn’t call back, so I doubt she hears me.

I make another turn, but it feels wrong and I
backtrack. Two more turns and I see her, but only barely.
Her back is to me, and at first, I think the wall next to her
is shifting again—whether coming or going I'm not
sure—because she’s partially obscured by the sharply-
thorned brambles. But then, almost immediately, I see
her attempt to move and realize the truth—she’s been
caught 7nside the wall as it shifted around her. I can’t even
imagine how this could have happened. The walls shift
slowly enough that it would be all too simple to just step
aside.

I rush forward and begin tearing away the branches
that bind her. It feels and appears that the thorns are
slicing my skin, but I know its a figment of my
imagination, so I ignore it and press forward.

Her head snaps up, and she tries to turn but finds
she’s unable to move sufficiently to get a look at me.

“Thank you!” she says, her voice rough and haggard

but also relieved. “If you free my arms, I can help.”
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I do as she requests, focusing my efforts first on the
branches that hold her wrists and arms, then move on to
her back and legs. Working together, it still takes us
several more difficult and painful minutes before she’s
able to climb free of the wall.

That’s when she finally turns and looks up to see
who has bothered to come to her rescue. It’s instantly
clear by the way her mouth opens as though she’s going
to speak, but then simply hangs in gaping silence, that she
both recognizes me and is shocked by my appearance.

I should have run away the moment she was free,
rather than staying here and facing her so directly. But I
can’t bring myself to move now. Besides, I just rescued
her. I have to make that make sense to the Council. Why
would I help her if we didn’t have any particular
connection?

And then an idea occurs to me, but I'll have to
handle this just right.

Arranging my face into a gentle, calm, and assured
expression, I patiently wait for her to speak first.

Her clothes are tattered, mostly across the sleeves and
mid-section of her shirt, along with some long gashes
down the side of her legs. She appears to be bleeding from
dozens of scrapes and cuts, but I know that’s not real. The
moment the fog wears off, she’ll feel and look perfectly
fine. And she’ll be provided with more clothes.

There are tears at the corner of her eyes, and I feel an
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impulse to reach toward her and wipe them away, but I
don’t. She’s staring into my eyes with an intoxicating
intensity, and I feel certain the kiss behind the school all
those years ago did mean something to her. There’s a
connection there that’s undeniable.

Suddenly, my head is spinning and I'm struggling to
remember how I'd planned to handle this situation just
moments ago.

We stand in silence for far too long.

Finally, she speaks, her voice timid and shy. “Hi,”
she says. “Thanks so much for helping me. 'm lucky you
came along.”

I'm acutely relieved to hear her voice. Though
reserved, she sounds relatively unshaken by what she’s just
been through. “Yeah. Lucky,” I agree, smiling at her and
quietly slipping my hand into my pocket to squeeze my
dad’s lucky coin. There was far more luck involved than I
would like, but I'm grateful it worked out—so far.

“‘'m Emery,” she says, averting her gaze to the
ground. “Do you remember me?”

I feel her question like a stab to my heart. What is
she thinking? Does she honestly think I could forget her?

I brush away a stray lock of hair that’s obstructing
her eyes. She turns her face up to meet my gaze, and I'm
able to read her expression. But then an even worse
realization hits me—she’s hoping T've forgotten. She’s

ashamed of kissing me. This revelation comes like a
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sickening blow to my gut.

I don’t let any of this show on my face. As hurt as I
feel, I know it doesn’t matter, and it's no more than I
could have guessed if I'd allowed myself to be more
objective. The mission is the top priority. If our strange
and brief past is a problem for Emery, if she wants it
erased, I can give her that.

In fact, this is probably the best thing that could
have happened—for her, at least. This is the perfect
opportunity to codify all the unfeeling distance between
us that will keep her safe from the Council’s scrutiny.

I pretend to consider her face as though searching
my memory. “Should I?” I ask with as much cool
detachment as I can fake.

She exhales in what appears to be relief, but there’s
something else in her eyes—disappointment, sorrow,
regret.

Maybe she doesn’t want that kiss completely erased,
after all.

Frustrated with myself, I push the thought from my
mind. This is just my own wishful thinking, and it’s
going to get me in trouble. And it doesn’t matter,
anyway. This is how things have to be between us until
the moment we’re past the barrier field.

“No, you shouldn’t,” she insists with a firm shake of

her head.

“I'm Eason,” I say. If we’re pretending not to know
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each other, then we’d better make formal introductions.

“Yeah, I know,” she mutters, then looks away again.

I’'m not sure how I’'m supposed to respond to that, so
I don’t.

She shifts as though she’s about to part ways, but I
can’t lose her again. There’s still the issue of the
eliminations. We both need to get out of here, and we've
wasted far too much time with this exchange already.

I reach out and grab her arm. “We need to hurry,” I
say, ‘I wasn’t expecting an elimination trial right off.
We've got to find the exit.”

“Yeah...right,” she mutters, seeming surprised by my
interest in joining forces, but not opposed to it. That’s
some small victory, I guess.

I bend down. “Climb up on my shoulders, and I'll
lift you up,” I tell her. “Maybe you can see the way to the
exit.” Since the maze isn’t exactly following the shifting
algorithm I developed, this is the best option I can think
of to hedge our chances. I'll just have to trust Emery to
see the openings and translate that into a pathway out.

Without question or hesitation, she does as I
instructed, carefully placing one foot on each of my
shoulders. Her weight is not at all difficult for me to lift. I
do my best to remain level as I stand, and she attempts to
adjust her balance to counter my movement. Even so, she
starts to slip partway up and reaches forward for a handful
of leaves and barbed branches. It does the trick of
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steadying her in the most painful way possible. I wince
knowing how much it must hurt, but she doesn’t let go or
complain.

“Do you see the exit?” I call up to her.

“I see the outer walls, but they look solid all the way
around. I don’t see an exit,” she reports, her tone
frustrated as she continues to scan the maze for anything
helpful. I could tell her to look to the center, but I don’t
want anyone—the Council included—to feel I've had an
unfair advantage. Even though it’s probably obvious, no
good can come from drawing attention to how much I
know about these Trials, so I keep my mouth shut hoping
she’ll figure it out on her own.

Suddenly, she gasps. “Let me down,” she exclaims.
“I've got it.”

Without thinking through what I'm doing, I shift
out from under her, leaving her to free fall all the way
down to my waiting arms. I smile at her, enjoying the
feeling of holding her, but instantly I regret it. Other girls
I know romanticize the idea of being rescued, but I don’t
think Emery has ever seen herself as a damsel in distress,
and I don’t intend to turn her into one.

Vowing not to try anything like that again, I set her
gently on her feet, prepared to steady her if she’s feeling
dizzy. But just as I suspected, Emery neither needs nor
wants my help. The instant her feet touch the ground, she

takes off running.
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I follow, quickly reaching her side and matching her
pace. Soon, we make a final turn and enter a circular
clearing with a round metal platform at the center—the
exit! She’s done it.

There are other contestants closing in fast, and I have
no way of knowing how many have already exited. We
have to be the next two out of here. We stand together on
the platform and it slowly begins to rise. It’s a tight fit for
both of us, but it ensures neither of us gets left behind.
Not wanting to be presumptuous, but unable to stomach
the idea that she might fall as we ascend, I wrap an arm
around her waist to steady her. She may not be as affected
by our proximity as I am, but at least she doesn’t pull
away.

I lower my head close to her ear so she can hear me
clearly. “I knew I could trust you,” I whisper. It’s not just
the maze. In this moment, I feel more confident than ever
that, whatever may or may not happen between me and
Emery, she is exactly who Keya and I have been waiting
for. This girl won’t let The City down. The Council’s
power is already crumbling, and they don’t even have a
clue.

She laughs and clings to me as we ascend, and for
just this stolen moment together, the world feels bright
and light and dreamlike. But as soon as we reach the
upper platform, Emery steps away from me, and I wonder

if I only imagined the previous moment. Maybe it’s the
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Trial fog playing with my mind. If so, that will clear in a
matter of minutes now that I'm out of the maze.

I do a quick survey of the area to find that we are the
eighth and ninth contestants to escape, securing our spots
to continue in the Burning. I exhale in relief.

The frenzied clicking of Keya’s high heels rises above
all the other noise. I turn to see her racing towards us.
She’s wearing an exuberant smile, but I know her well
enough to realize it’s an act. Underneath that beaming
expression, she is absolutely livid. I know I'm going to
hear about that soon enough, but she won’t say anything
until we're alone without intercuffs spying on everything
we say

“Well done,” she praises Emery—not me. She
completely ignores me as though I'm invisible. Instead,
she goes on to chide Emery on her tattered clothes which
I know she does actually take a bit seriously, and I can’t
help finding this funny.

“It’s not really my fault,” Emery insists.

“Never mind,” Keya says, waving her arms
dramatically. “The important thing is that you made it
through.” Then she leans forward and whispers
something only Emery can hear. Still ignoring me, she
turns and instructs Emery to follow her.

Emery does so, turning at the last moment to glance
at me over her shoulder. Her expression seems to be

asking something, but 'm not sure what. I smile and
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wink, and this seems to satisfy her.

It’s not until Emery has almost disappeared from my
view that I realize how battered she still appears. It’s not
just her clothes, which I would expect to actually be torn
after going through the Trial. Her face and arms are still
scratched. Bruises are already forming. If these were
caused by the obstacles in the maze, they would never
have broken her skin. Only the effects of the mind-
altering fog in the Trial would have made them look and
feel real.

I look down at my own hands, which I used to rip
her free of the hedge. At the time, I felt like they were
being torn to shreds. I saw the blood from the gashes. But
now, there’s not a trace remaining. That can only mean
one thing: Emery’s wounds weren’t inflicted by the Trial.
She was attacked by another contestant.

I grit my teeth and turn away to hide my anger. I
know the name of every contestant in this round of the
Burning. I know their strengths and weaknesses. I know
more about them than they know about themselves.
That’s part of being a Burn Master—tailoring the Trials
to the contestants, and that requires extensive knowledge.
I run through the roster in my head, narrowing down the
list of possible assailants. My suspicions lean toward
Mieka Gentry, Keter Low, or Vander Hollen—all of
them socially unstable in various ways. But it’s best if I

never find out who did this to her. That kind of
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knowledge will only get me in trouble—and trouble is the

one thing I already have in more than ample supply.
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CHAPTER 4

I remain on the upper level of the Trial Room until all
fifteen contestants have successfully made it through.
Then I watch as the maze disintegrates into tiny particles
that fly towards the walls and disappear. The remaining
thirteen contestants, all spread throughout the now-
empty Trial Room, look around in shock. As the
realization of what this means dawns on them, the
displays of fear, anger, and despair are painful to watch.

Lane Guthrie freezes in place, one hand stretched
forward awkwardly as though she’s just been transformed
to stone. Lindy Nicolson collapses to the ground in ear-
piercing sobs. Keter Low races for the double doors and
begins banging on them, only to turn and run when a
team of ten Enforcers comes barreling through them,
blasters at the ready.

I won’t miss being Burn Master.

I stand with the victors as we watch four failing

contestants receive intercuff shocks and another one be
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subdued by a stun blast that seems, in my opinion, wholly
unnecessary. It takes less than five minutes to round up all
thirteen contestants and remove them from the Trial
Room. In the dining hall beyond, they receive their green
packs of what meager supplies they will be taking with
them to the Ash.

I sigh, jealous of every contestant that can so easily
find a way out of The City. Of course, they’re terrified—
and maybe rightly so. But I would gladly change places
with any one of them in an instant. If only the receiver
were in place.

With the Iron Trial now officially over, the
remaining contestants disperse. Lunch will be served
soon, but I decide it’s best if I don’t make an appearance
in the dining hall. It shouldn’t take Doctor Hollen long
to heal Emery’s wounds and release her, and despite our
interaction in the maze—and much to my personal
disappointment—it’s still best if I avoid Emery as much
as possible. So, instead of going to the dining hall, I
wander out to the courtyard and make my way to the
greenhouse. A few carrots, tomatoes, and grapes should
hold me over until dinner. I gather as much as I can carry,
and take them back to my room to eat in peace.

But the moment I enter my room, I'm struck by an
overwhelming feeling that something is wrong. My eyes
dart around the room, finding no one there and nothing

out of place. The bed has been made, the recycle bin
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emptied, both things I expected. But I also find that the
desk is clear. My wooden box is missing. The hope of The
City—the intercuff key, the receiver, the transmitter, and
the antidote—are all contained inside that box. If it’s lost,
The City cannot be freed. If it falls into the wrong hands,
its contents will condemn me.

I scour the room, under the bed and inside every
cabinet and drawer, in case my housekeeper, Warsen,
decided to put it away somewhere. They aren’t supposed
to touch our personal belongings, but T'll forgive it if I
can just have it safely back in my possession. My heart is
pounding and my head feels light. It’s nowhere to be
found, and I have no idea what ’'m going to do. I should
have hidden it away somewhere before I left my room for
the Iron Trial this morning.

While I was in the maze...

The maze!

Suddenly, I stop panicking and start laughing.

The maze was an elimination Trial. That means
Keya had to be ready to send me or Emery—preferably
both—to the Ash, and she never would have allowed us
to leave without that box. I assure myself it must be with
her now, and she’ll be along soon enough to return it and
bite my head off for not getting out when I could.

As if in perfect response to my thoughts, three sharp
taps sound on my door. I wait for more, but that’s all. If

it were Keya she would have used our special knock to
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indicate we needed to talk in private—six short raps, like
how I knocked at her door last night.

So if i’s not Keya—

Now I race to the door, hoping maybe Emery has
come looking for me. It’s not wise for us to spend time
together, but I can’t keep myself from hoping anyway.

I swing the door open with a smile that quickly falls
to a controlled mask of indifference.

“Terrance,” 1 say to the tall, sturdy figure standing
before me. “I wasn’t expecting you.”

Chief Enforcer, Terrance Enberg, pushes past me
and strides into my room as though he owns it and I'm
the intruder here.

“Eason Crandell, shut the door. We need to talk.”

I do as he instructs. I'm in no way happy to see him,
but, of course, he was bound to pay me a visit at some
point. 'm sure the Council has the entire team of
Enforcers scrambling to figure out what I'm up to, so they
know just exactly how quickly and in what manner they
need to dispose of me.

With hands held austerely behind his back, Terrance
plants his feet just in front of me, glaring down at me
even though he’s only an inch or two taller than I am.
He’s one of the few people in The City whose physical
presence is at all intimidating next to my own, the effect
heightened by the blaster he carries on his hip. Sdill, I

stand my ground and meet his gaze.
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“What do you think you’re doing?” he demands.

“Im just waiting in my room,” I say, innocently.
“Was I supposed to be somewhere else?”

“I'm not talking about this minute,” he huffs. “I'm
talking about the Burning. What game do you think
you’re playing, rejoining the Burning like this? You've
thrown the Flame into a frenzy. Nobody can understand
what you’re thinking.”

“That wasn’t my intention,” I insist. “I certainly
hope your forces will be able to keep things under
control.” T don’t bother to point out that the intercuffs
will easily do the job for them.

“Of course we'll be able to keep control,” Terrance
snaps back, as though I've personally insulted him. “Now
tell me, what made you decide to come back?”

If the last sixteen hours hadn’t been full of so many
surprises, I would have given more thought to how I
would answer this question when it inevitably came. As it
is, ’'m making my story up as I go.

I sidestep him and begin pacing as though agitated.
“I just wasn’t cut out to be Burn Master,” I lament. “I
thought I could do it again, but I couldn’t. T don’t want
to be the one who determines everyone’s fate.”

He snorts in derision and turns to me. “You couldn’t
stomach the pressure, so what? You want to be a
shopkeeper or something?”

I shrug. “Sure, anything. I'll sweep the streets or
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whatever the Council wants me to do. I just couldn’t be
Burn Master anymore.”

“And I suppose this sudden attack of conscience has
nothing to do with a certain girl—albeit a surprisingly
pretty gitfl—who just showed up from the Smoke.”

“Emery?” I ask, casually, as though he could possibly
be referring to anyone else.

It makes my stomach turn to hear him talk about
Emery. She is pretty, but that’s not something I want him
thinking about. I want him to keep his eyes—and hands,
and thoughts—far away from her.

“Emery, that’s right,” he says with a knowing grin. “I
seem to recall an incident a few years back with a sad little
maid who you drove to absolute insanity. You remember
Britta, don’t you?”

A lump forms in the back of my throat at the
memory. I swallow hard and nod.

He eyes me from head to toe, looking doubtful. “I'm
not sure what she saw in you, but it doesn’t matter
because you were so in love with a girl from the Smoke. A
girl named Emery. How many Emerys are there?”

I don’t answer.

“That’s what I thought. Just the one. So, let me offer
you a theory of my own.”

[ listen, careful to wash my face of all emotion.

“Your dearest love, Emmy,”—I can tell he’s

purposely mispronounced her name just to provoke me,
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but I ignore it—"joins the Burning. Maybe you two
planned this before you left, and maybe she decided on
her own to follow you. Either way, she shows up, and you
decide you would rather spend your life in the Ash,
fending off Roamers and disintegrating from the Withers
rather than live another day without her. So, in a noble
gesture, you give up your prestigious—and wholly
unearned—position as Burn Master and decide that you'll
cither find a way to bring her through the Burning with
you or face exile at her side.”

This is a story that can work. The Council will be
unsympathetic to our desire to remain together here in
the Flame. Emery will fail because she lacks the training
needed to succeed. I'll fail because I've shown poor
judgment and put my own desires above the needs of The
City. But those aren’t offenses worthy of death. They
don’t suggest that we're a danger to anyone. The Council
can exile us to the Ash without a second thought. They
can even think themselves kind and generous for doing it.

“Sounds like you've got it all figured out,” I say.

“It’s a romantic story, I'll give you that. Stupid, but
romantic.”

“So why are you here?” I ask, still wary. “It seems it’s
completely obvious what’s going on, and last I checked,
stupidity wasn’t illegal.”

He taps a foot and rubs his chin, as though

something has just occurred to him. “But why, then,
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didn’t you take the safe route?” he asks.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, if you don’t want to risk being separated from
your dearest love, wouldn’t it be best to accept your
almost inevitable defeat and both fail the maze together?
Now that you’ve remained in the Burning, one of you
might pass and the other fail, and then what?”

I frown and furrow my brow, nodding. “That’s a
good point. Of course, I'm hoping we’ll succeed, but
don’t think the thought of what you’ve just described
won’t give me nightmares.”

“Hmm,” he says, considering. “Something still just
doesn’t quite add up.”

“What’s that?” I ask.

“You see, I couldn’t help noticing that the two of
you didn’t even speak at breakfast.”

My chest tightens as I rapidly try to weave an
explanation.

He goes on. “And then in the maze, when she first
saw you, she introduced herself like she didn’t expect you
to know who she was. And then you claimed not to
remember her. Very odd.”

He’s backed me into a corner, and I consider what
few options I have. I could claim that all these things were
some kind of a ruse—a strategy to pretend we have no
connection. But what exactly would be the purpose of
that? And then I'd be admitting I was attempting to
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deceive the Council. So maybe a more honest approach is
better—safer for both of us, especially Emery.

I look away as though embarrassed. “Okay, fine,
Terrance. Do you want the truth?”

“Obviously.”

“I have no idea why Emery is here. Back in the
Smoke, I liked her, but she never paid any attention to
me. I guess 'm hoping that if I help her through the
Burning, then...I don’t know. I just...wasn’t thinking,
but here I am.”

The corners of his mouth turn up in a wicked smile.
“Now, that story I can believe, mostly. I suppose you’ll be
counting on your dad to save you again,” he sneers. “But
I’'m not going to let that happen.”

Ifs not surprising he believes I only passed the
Burning last time because my father’s on the Council. I'm
sure a lot of people think that. He might be right, but not
in the way he imagines. My assignment as Burn Master
was a punishment, a shackle, not a reward. But this isn’t
something I can explain to anyone, especially Terrance
Enberg.

“I hope I've proven my worth to the entire Council
by now,” I counter.

Slowly, he closes the distance between us, each thud
of his heavy black boots sending a wave of vibration
through the floor. “It’ll be just so tragic if the girl doesn’t

return your affection,” he says, clearly enjoying the
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prospect of such an outcome.

I say nothing in reply.

“Can I be honest with you?” he asks.

“Please do,” I say, a shiver of fear running down my
spine, but I stand still and hold his gaze.

“I haven’t liked you since the very first moment I
laid eyes on you,” he says.

“I'm sorry to hear that,” I mutter. “I guess it’s lucky
for me you’re not on the Council.”

He looks down at his intercuff, reading a message
he’s just received. “Our time here is up,” he announces, as
though he’s suddenly become bored with the
conversation. “I have another appointment to keep which
I believe will be far more productive.”

I’m relieved to hear he’s about to go, but that relief is
short-lived as I watch his hand move to his waist and pull
the blaster from its harness. As he brings the weapon level
with my chest, I hold my hands out in front of me like a
shield—as though they could offer any real protection.

“What are you doing?” I cry, cringing at the
crackling of panic in my voice. “I haven’t done anything
wrong.”

He laughs mockingly. “We’ll have to let the Council
be the judge of that.”

And then he pulls the trigger.

A shrill, high-pitched whine fills my ears, and then
there’s nothing at all.
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I awake on the floor with a throbbing headache and no
idea how much time has passed. Carefully, I sit up and
assess my injuries. The stun blast left no visible marks,
but every breath burns like my lungs have been coated in
hot pepper. I feel my head, and nothing seems to be
broken, but there’s a painful knot on the back of my
skull. With effort, I get to my feet and walk to the mirror
to get a better picture of my condition. I appear tired and
bedraggled, but otherwise fine. My hair covers the lump
on the back of my head, and I doubt anyone will notice.
It would be best if I went to the Medical Center to get my
head checked out. I'm sure Doctor Hollen could do
something for my lungs, too. But then I would need to
explain what happened, and I'd rather not.

I settle for taking a long, hot shower. By the time I
towel off, careful to be gentle with my head, I'm feeling
mostly better. A headache is the worst of my symptoms,
but that’s nothing I can’t handle.

The light streaming through the window is starting
to fade. I'm late for dinner. I dress and style my hair, all
too aware I'll be seeing Emery soon.

If one good thing came out of my meeting with
Terrance, it’s that I no longer feel the need to try to
minimize my interaction with Emery. On the contrary, if

my story is to hold up, Terrance and the Council will be
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expecting me to seek her out, try to help her, and give it
my best shot at winning her affection. Anything less
would raise more questions.

And that is why, as I exit my room and head off to
dinner, I feel as light and exuberant as I can ever
remember feeling in my life. Finally, I can talk to the girl
who kissed me behind the school building and sent my

whole world spinning in terrifying and thrilling new ways.
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