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PART 1: THE BOY WITH NO NAME
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Past article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Controversial Population Control Decree Written Into Law 
 
   Since the cataclysmic natural events referred to globally as the Rise and the Fall, American lawmakers have discussed various ways to control the growing population to ensure sufficient resources for survival. A five-year study has determined that the ideal economic and social population for the Reorganized United States of America is 504 million. As our great country is on the verge of reaching our ideal population, a population control system will be instituted on the 5th of December of this year. Prior to pregnancy, all couples planning a family must register with the Department of Population Control of the Reorganized United States of America, and pay a nonrefundable processing fee. After processing, each couple will receive a ‘pregnancy offset,’ which the media is casually referring to as a Death Match, someone who is likely to die in the near future. Only when their Death Match has died will the couple be authorized for pregnancy and child-bearing, thus maintaining the population status quo. This process has been coined Birth Neutrality, and is being referred to as ‘the cornerstone of our survival,’ by recently elected President Ford. In the event of an unsuccessful pregnancy, the Death Match will be voided and provided to another couple in need of a match. At that time, the couple may reapply and try again. Punishment for non-compliance will fall under the jurisdiction of the newly established Department of Population Control, which has been nicknamed Pop Con. 
 
    
 
   For more information on the topics discussed in this article, speak “Pop Con and you” into your holo-screen. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   JimBob006: I think this is a positive step forward. My grocery store is always packed and the shelves are empty. More people will mean even less food to go around. Something’s got to give.
 
    
 
   CyborgLuvr12: This is bulls!$*!
 
    
 
   LingLi8: Now I know how my great-grandparents felt. 
 
    
 
   GovHater: JimBob006 probably works for Pop Con.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly’s stomach is in knots.
 
   It’s no different than he’s felt since his promotion to Head of Population Control, except that the knots seem to tighten with each word that his second in command, Corrigan Mars, speaks. “Finally,” Corr says slowly, “we’ve got a Slip.”
 
   Damn, he thinks, but he can’t say that. “What do we know?” he asks instead. As usual, he’s playing his role and playing it well. 
 
   “Not much,” Corr says. “Except she’s young, maybe three or four years old, female.”
 
   “The doctor?” Michael says.
 
   “Dead. He was particularly good at keeping secrets, even under our most sophisticated interrogation procedures. His mind was stronger than his body.”
 
   Michael knows exactly what that means, and it makes him cringe inwardly. Torture. But he doesn’t show his revulsion on his face, his false expression stalwart and emotionless. “Just one child slipped through the cracks though, right?” Michael’s chest tightens when he realizes his mistake. His loose tongue. He called the Slip a ‘child.’ A child born illegally is no child, is nothing more than an enemy of the state, something he should know better than anyone.
 
   Corr blinks once, but if he notices the error he doesn’t show it. Instead he only nods in confirmation. “There were others, but none had reached the age of mobility. The doctor started doing illegal births a few years back. He began slowly, as most of them do, but then ramped up operations as he gained confidence. The Slip was his first.”
 
   “How’d we catch the others?”
 
   “After the first, the doc started keeping records. He used code names and misdirection, but we managed to crack the code during his interrogation. From there it was relatively easy. The Hunters tracked every last UnBee down.”
 
   UnBees, Michael thinks, hating the slang term more than ever. Unauthorized Beings. “How many?” he asks, wishing he didn’t have to. Wishing he could walk out and never return. 
 
   “Dozens.” His old friend says it with a smile, like killing more children than can be counted on two hands is something to be proud of. When did the gap in their beliefs widen into an eternal chasm?
 
   “Good,” Michael says, bitterness coating his tongue. “Catch the Slip. Use every resource we have available. Our careers may depend on it.”
 
   The smile never leaves Corr’s blood-red lips. “Don’t you worry, Boss. We’ll catch her and we’ll kill her. Her parents, too.”
 
   The moment Corrigan Mars exits his office, Michael Kelly slumps back in his chair, his body shaking with regret. All he wants to do is run home to be with his son, the boy with no name.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The boy doesn’t even know his own name. 
 
   At age five he wonders if it’s ‘Son,’ as his father always calls him.
 
   “What’s my name?” he asks his father.
 
   He knows his father doesn’t like the question because he won’t look him in the eyes. “You are special, Son,” his father says into his ear. “You don’t need a name. A name will only let them control you. Even the smallest and most unwanted seed can slip through the cracks and, against all odds, grow up to be a tall, strong, beautiful thing.”
 
   He doesn’t know what his father means, but he stays silent. He sits on the bed and watches as his father pulls on his black pants, black belt, black shirt, black tie, black coat, and black shoes. Even his father’s socks are black. But he sees his father’s secret: His red underwear is like a brightly colored kite that someone has thrown a dark blanket over, smothering its brilliance. It reminds him of the kites he sees the other kids fly sometimes, rising over the sheet-metal fence surrounding the backyard. A memory flits through his mind.
 
   “What are they?” he once asked his father. 
 
   “Kites,” his father said, standing next to him and gazing at the bright sky, shielding his eyes with his hands.
 
   Mimicking his father’s stance and posture, the boy asked, “Are they magic? Like the dragons on the holo-screens?”
 
   His father laughed, and it was like music to his ears—he hadn’t heard such a beautiful sound from his lips in a while. “No, Son. The other children are flying them. Do you see the strings? Look hard.”
 
   Other children. He knew who his father meant. He’d seen them through a tiny hole he found in the metal barrier, just big enough for him to peer through, one eye closed and one open. He’d been trying for weeks to gather up enough courage to ask about them.
 
   He looked very hard, but still couldn’t see the strings, which was strange because he could usually see everything. The kites seemed more like magic to him. He desperately wanted to run to his secret hole to look for the other children, but he didn’t dare.
 
   The memory flies away, just like the magic kites.
 
   Dressed fully in black—other than his hidden red underwear—his father is ready to leave for the day, to go to a place called work. Sometimes he calls it Population Control or Pop Con, too. The boy knows his father must be an important man there, because they always need him. His father never seems happy to leave, however, so the boy wonders why he goes at all. But he doesn’t ask his father. He saves that question for Janice.
 
   As usual, Janice is late, looking as if she just woke up, with wisps of static-charged hair shooting out of a messy bun; and, as always, Janice wraps him up in the biggest hug of his life, even bigger than the one she gave him the day before. Even as he squeezes back, he wonders if one day she’ll squeeze him so hard he’ll pop.
 
   “I swear you’ve grown three centimeters taller since yesterday, child,” Janice says, standing up from the hug. The boy’s not sure if she’s right, but those piercing blue eyes of hers do look a little closer than before. 
 
   “Can we measure?” he asks, looking at his father for permission.
 
   His father smiles, but it doesn’t look right. His eyes don’t crinkle at the corners like they usually do. They look wet and glossy. But then he blinks and they’re back to normal. He tousles the boy’s hair and says, “Ask Janice. I’ve got to go.”
 
   His father reaches for Janice stiffly, almost like the robots on his second favorite holo-screen program, Bot Heroes, and touches her shoulder. His lips part like he wants to say something, but then they close and bulge outward. He turns away and strides for the door, which opens from bottom to top with a whoosh as he approaches. He stops briefly and looks back. “Listen to Janice, Son,” he says. “See you later.”
 
   “See you later,” the boy says, copying his father’s words because they taste so good in his mouth. 
 
   The door whooshes closed and the boy looks at Janice, who’s wiping her eyes with the cuff of her white, silky shirt. He wonders if there’s something in the air today that causes wet eyes, but his feel so dry they’re burning a little.
 
   “Janice?” he says.
 
   She finishes dabbing her eyes, flashes a quick smile that fades as quickly as his father’s smiles do these days, and says, “Speak your mind, child.”
 
   The question about why his father goes to work when he doesn’t like it rolls around on his tongue, but he swallows and it disappears, replaced by a different question. “What’s my name?” he asks.
 
   Janice closes her eyes. Her face is as blank as one of the white sheets of paper the boy uses to draw on, but there’s no mistaking the quiver on her lips, the tiny drop of liquid that squeezes from the corner of one of her eyes, like juice from a lemon.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he says. “I just…don’t understand.”
 
   “Neither do I,” Janice says, opening her eyes and once more wiping away the moisture, this time with her knuckle. “All I know is that caged monkeys will rebel every single time.” The boy wonders what monkeys have to do with anything, but he doesn’t ask, because Janice’s eyes have that faraway look they sometimes get, like her mind has left the house while her body remains. 
 
   He sits on the couch and waits for it to pass.
 
   After a few minutes she flinches, as if startling from a heavy sleep. “Let’s get you measured,” she says, forcing a smile. 
 
   She was right. He has grown three centimeters since the last time they marked his height on the wall by the incinerator.
 
   But she never answers his question about his name.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When he’s six years old, they have a big celebration.
 
   Everyone he knows is there. Father and Janice at the same time, and for more than the time it takes to say hello and goodbye. 
 
   It takes a full twenty-six minutes for the food-maker to prepare the cake, but he watches the whole time through the hazy window. He can almost catch a whiff of the smell on the tip of his nose. He can almost taste the sweetness on the tip of his tongue.
 
   When the bell dings and the door pops open, he has to resist the sudden urge to grab the cake and shovel it into his mouth. His nose twitches when he smells the aroma. Having his father take away his backyard privileges might almost be worth being the first to taste the warm chocolate.
 
   “It’ll be hot like burnt toast,” Janice says, reaching past him to remove the cake. “We have to let it cool down.” As she places it on a wiry pedestal on the counter, his eyes never leave the rich, brown form. It’s the same shape as everything that comes out of the food-maker—square—but it looks so much better.
 
   “Why is it called devil’s food cake?” he asks Janice. “Aren’t devils bad?”
 
   “It’s hard to tell the difference between devils and saints these days,” Janice says, pinching his earlobe.
 
   He ducks and giggles, trying to pull himself up onto the countertop. Now that he’s six years old he thinks he’s surely old enough to climb like the kids he sees clambering onto tree branches. The ones he wishes he could talk to. 
 
   He struggles for a moment, his legs skittering against the side of the counter, his arms shaking with strain. Just as he’s about to fall back to the floor, a strong arm surrounds him and lifts him up. 
 
   He’s sitting next to the cake.
 
   “It’s called devil’s food cake because it tastes so good it’s almost wrong to eat it,” his father says, a gleam in his eye.
 
   “But it’s not wrong?” the boy asks.
 
   “Not everything that people say is wrong actually is,” his father explains.
 
   Like many things his father says, he’s not sure he understands. Why would people say something is wrong when it isn’t? But he doesn’t ask, because all he really wants is to eat the cake. 
 
   His father begins to set out plates and forks, but Janice waves him away. “Let’s just eat it,” she says.
 
   “It hasn’t cooled,” his father says.
 
   “It’s cool enough,” Janice says. “You first.” She motions to the boy. “Happy birthday, child.”
 
   A hungry gleam in his eyes, the boy reaches for a fork, but she stops him with a hand on his wrist. “Not with that,” she says. “Use your hands.”
 
   The boy’s eyes widen, and for a moment he wonders if she’s testing him, but she only nods toward the cake, a wild look in her eyes. The boy grins so wide he thinks his face might split in half.
 
   “Janice,” his father says.
 
   “It’s okay, Michael,” Janice says. Michael? Is that his father’s name? He’s never heard Janice call him that. He can’t remember her ever calling him anything.
 
   But he can barely think about that, can barely think about anything but the tantalizing smell of the devil’s food cake resting next to him. 
 
   Before his father can stop him, the boy reaches over and pushes his fingers into the cake, feeling the gooey warmth surround his skin. When he pulls his hand back, a fist-sized clump breaks apart. With unabashed glee, he stuffs it into his mouth. Although he opens his lips as widely as he can, smears of chocolate rub onto the skin around his mouth. He can even see a dab of chocolate hanging from his nose. He doesn’t care about any of that though, because…mmmmm!
 
   It’s the best taste he’s ever tasted. Better than spaghetti—the red and white and brown squares that are usually his favorite food. 
 
   Unexpectedly, his father laughs. “Son, it’s all over your face. Let me help you.” He reaches for him with a cloth, but Janice’s hand shoots out faster, grabbing a handful of cake and smashing it into his father’s mouth.
 
   “Janice!” Michael screams. At first his tone is one of protest, but as he licks his lips it morphs into one of delight. “God Almighty, this is…heavenly,” he says. “I’ve never tasted anything like it.”
 
   Then, quick as a beam of light, he grabs a clump of chocolate and pushes it into Janice’s face. The boy stares, astonished, trying to hold back the laugh that rises up in his chest. Janice’s face looks as if she’s been playing in the mud. 
 
   To the boy’s utter shock, she laughs, her signature high squeal. It’s the truest laugh he’s ever heard, borne by a grown woman with a chocolatey smile. 
 
   For the next half hour they eat cake with their hands, oblivious to how silly they must look with chocolate all over their mouths. 
 
   Spent with his father and Janice, it’s the best day of the nameless boy’s short life.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Young Harrison doesn’t understand. 
 
   No matter how many times his mother, Janice, tells him that his father is too busy to see him, he just can’t seem to wrap his small mind around why. None of the fathers of his friends at school are too busy to see them, so why his father? 
 
   “I’ll be here after school,” she says. 
 
   “You mean after sports, right?” Harrison asks. His favorite part of every day is hoverball practice. He figures if he can get good enough his dad will have to come see him play. 
 
   “Yes. After sports. Be good. Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”
 
   She says that a lot, so he doesn’t give it much thought as he opens the door, accepting his portable food-maker, which will cook his lunch, from his mom. “Bye, Mom,” he says, shutting the door without looking back. He hustles away from the aut-car, hoping she’ll program it to pull away without making a scene. For some reason, she can’t always seem to help herself, like when she directed the car to honk its horn a half-dozen times, or when she made it blare some kind of old lady music through the open window. His friends still make fun of him for that. 
 
   When he hears the engine whir and the vehicle drive off, he lets out a sigh of relief, glad she was normal today. 
 
   “Incoming!” someone yells.
 
   At the edge of his vision, Harrison sees the hoverball zipping toward him. Without thinking, he jerks to the right, thrusting the hand carrying his portable food-maker upwards to protect his head. With a heavy thump, the hoverball slams into the food-maker and ricochets away.
 
   Horrified, he inspects the dented frame of his food-maker. 
 
   His best friend, Chuck Boggs, jogs up to him and slaps him on the back, laughing hysterically. “That. Was. Awesome!” he exclaims between fits of laughter. 
 
   Despite the damage to his food-maker, Harrison can’t hold back a smile. “How fast was I?”
 
   Chuck brushes a wild tuft of reddish hair out of his eyes. “Like a speeding aut-car. No, like lightning. Or a rocket. Yeah, you were as fast as a rocket!”
 
   Harrison keeps on grinning. “Do you think Coach will put me at keeper on Saturday?” he asks. 
 
   “Duh,” Chuck says. “You’ve got the quickest hands of any kid on the team. And you never fall off your hoverboard.”
 
   Although he gets a thrill from his friend’s compliments, the food-maker weighs heavy in his arms. “My mom is going to kill me,” he mutters, displaying the massive dent. 
 
   “Nah. She’ll get over it and just buy you a new one. How’s your weird mom today anyway?”
 
   He feels a pang of anger in his stomach, but he clenches his gut and it goes away. “As weird as ever,” he says, which, as usual, makes Chuck laugh. Making fun of his mom seems to be a sure-fire way to make and keep his friends. He may not ever see his father, but at least he has a lot of friends. 
 
   “Come on. Let’s go,” Chuck says, pushing him in the direction of the school, where dozens of kids are filing inside. As they push into the flow, Chuck says, “I heard they’re closing in on the Slip.”
 
   Harrison shrugs. All Chuck ever seems to want to talk about is the Slip. Chuck’s father works for the cops, so he guesses it makes sense, but at the same time, just because Harrison’s father works for Pop Con doesn’t mean he follows the Slip news. 
 
   “So you don’t know if the rumors are true?” Chuck asks, nudging him with an elbow when Harrison doesn’t respond.
 
   Harrison wishes he could be honest with his friend, could tell him that he barely sees his father, much less talks to him. “It’s top secret,” Harrison says instead. 
 
   “Oh, come on! You’re killing me!” Chuck says. 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   As they enter the building through the body scanners, Harrison wonders whether finding the Slip would mean his dad wouldn’t have to work so much.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Four
 
    
 
   On the first morning after the nameless boy’s birthday, his father wakes him before the sun peeks even the littlest bit of his orange-yellow head over the horizon. 
 
   Gone is his smile. Gone is his laugh.
 
   Without speaking, he pulls the boy—who’s still wearing his nightclothes—out into the backyard. The cold bites at his fingers, at his nose. He doesn’t even have shoes on, and the cool grass sends shivers up his legs.
 
   “Where are we going?” the boy asks.
 
   “You’re old enough to prepare,” his father says.
 
   “Prepare for what?” 
 
   “For a hard life,” he says.
 
   They approach the sheet-metal fence—no, the door in the fence; the one that’s always locked with chains and a thick, metal cube with u-shaped prongs that hold everything together—and his father holds something out. Something strange. It’s gold and shiny and metallic and has sharp little teeth cut into the bottom of it. His father sticks it into the cube and twists. For a moment, just a brief and fleeting moment, the boy forgets how cold he is. He even forgets about what his father just said about preparing for a hard life.
 
   Because the cube and chains fall away and the door opens.
 
   The boy shrinks back, feeling too exposed, like anything could rush through the fence that’s protected him for so long. 
 
   “It’s okay,” his father says in a voice the boy thinks is meant to be reassuring, but sounds firmer and colder than usual.
 
   “We’re not going out there,” the boy says, surprising even himself. He’s longed to escape the bounds of the fence from the moment he discovered the peephole and saw the kids laughing and playing and climbing trees. But all that has changed now that he sees the dusty brown path zigzagging away, choked with weeds, branches reaching across it as if trying to prevent passage. All the boy wants is to run back to the house, race into his room, and dive under the warmth of the covers.
 
   “We are,” his father says, and there’s no doubt as to the truth of his words.
 
   As his father steers him through the break in the fence, the boy’s heart pounds strangely in his ears, as if it’s switched places with his brain, which surely must now be in his chest. 
 
   He bites his tongue as his bare feet trod on angry stones that bite and claw at his skin. His father clears a path through the branches, but from time to time they swing back and lash at his face, at his arms. The sharp pricks of pain are made worse by the chill in the nighttime air. 
 
   “Where are we going?” the boy asks, after they’ve been walking for a few minutes.
 
   “It’s not far,” his father says. “Can you be strong?”
 
   He doesn’t think so, but he wants his father to be proud of him, so he says, “Yes, Father.”
 
   Just when he doesn’t think his feet can go another step on the rough ground, they emerge from the trees. His father stops, releasing his hand to wrap an arm around his shoulders. Under the subtle glow of the half-moon, the boy can barely make out a hill, descending to a field of utter blackness broken only by a glistening white strip down the middle, painted on by the moon glow.
 
   The blackness is moving.
 
   “Father?” he says, his skin tingling with cold and confusion. “What is it?”
 
   “The River,” his father says.
 
   “River,” the boy says, the word sounding both familiar and unfamiliar at the same time. Of course! From one of my holo-screen programs, he thinks. Didn’t Zoran the Adventurer cross a river to save Princess Magdalene from the dragon? 
 
   “Is it the edge of the world?” the boy asks. 
 
   His father looks at him as if he wants to laugh, but he doesn’t. His face must be too cold for it. “The world has no edge, Son. It’s an eternal round, with good and evil in equal measure. It’s a delicate balance where even the slightest acts can change everything.”
 
   It’s a lot to take in, and he promises to think about his father’s words later, when he’s back inside and warm again. But why is he showing him this place?
 
   “Come,” his father says, striding down the hill and leaving him behind.
 
   After a moment of indecision, he follows after him, oblivious to his sore heels and toes as he watches the River move in the dark. It looks so…alive.
 
   His father stops again when he reaches the River. The boy wants to stand next to him, to show he’s not scared, but his feet won’t go that far, even when he commands them with the brain that’s now in his chest. Maybe his brain doesn’t work properly now that it’s left his head. Does his heart control his feet now?
 
   If so, his heart clearly wants him to stay away from the River. 
 
   His father looks back and beckons him forward with a wave. The boy shakes his head, feeling unwanted tears well up. He can already see the disappointment in his father’s eyes, which is punctuated by his heavy eyebrows. 
 
   “Every boy must learn to swim and you more than most,” his father says.
 
   Swim? Yes. That’s what Zoran the Adventurer did to cross the river. He moved his arms like angel wings and his feet like a propeller. The water was fierce and strong, but it couldn’t control him; instead, it bore him for a great distance until he could reach solid ground again. 
 
   The boy steps forward, his heart taking courage from one of his heroes—Zoran.
 
   He barely has time to shout before his father grabs him and throws him in the River, shouting, “Swim, Son!” 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The shock is like a hundred slaps in the face, the water so cold the boy swears it must be made of ice. Everything is full of black, surrounding him like a never ending shadow. He thrashes and fights against the cold water, but every movement seems to pull him further under. Is something grabbing at his clothes?
 
   By some primal instinct, he knows to hold his breath, but for how long? Everything looks the same. Up is down, down is up—is that right? Or is up to the side? He doesn’t know, only that if he doesn’t figure it out, he’ll be forced to breathe the water, which surely can’t be good. Will his lungs turn to ice?
 
   Already he can’t feel his fingers or toes, but still he claws at the water, trying to remember how graceful Zoran looked as he swam, how easily he controlled the river’s pull. 
 
   He gives up, his chest burning, his eyes roving across the darkness, taking in the last thing he’ll ever see.
 
   And then he sees it: a swathe of white moonlight shining through the water. “Up!” he tries to scream, but it comes out as a muffled groan and a burst of bubbles. 
 
   Icy water fills his mouth and pours down his throat. His arms flail and he tries Zoran’s propeller-kick, but he knows it’s no use…
 
   Until it is. 
 
   With an exhilarating rush of speed, he feels his body push through the water, the moonlight coming down to meet him. Water sprays around him as he splashes from the River, flying above it, weightless, his arms and legs propelling him up and up and—
 
   Slam!
 
   He lands hard on the ground, choking, throwing up water, trying to get a breath. When all of the swallowed water is dispelled, he heaves in a breath of air, loving every second of the burn in his lungs. His skin is being poked by millions of needles, but he doesn’t care, because breathing feels so so unbelievably good. 
 
   His father’s hands are on him, and he realizes it was he who saved him, not his own desperate kicking.
 
   “Get up,” his father says. The voice scares him because it sounds even colder than the water felt. “Back in the water.”
 
   No. Please, Father, no. That’s what he wants to say, but instead he pushes his arms beneath him and tries to lift his exhausted body. He gets several centimeters off the ground before collapsing, his chest heaving, his heart racing in his head, his brain numb in his chest.  
 
   Just before everything goes black, he sees lights twinkling across the River like a million glittering stars. He feels his father’s strong arms lift him up, the wind swirling around him as he carries him back up the hill.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It’s a strange sound, his father crying. 
 
   He mistakes it for a child at first, wondering if his father has invited one of the other children inside. But no, he wouldn’t do that. He says the walls of their house protect them from those on the outside who would hurt them. Besides the two of them, only Janice is allowed inside. A thick lump forms in his throat, making it hard to get his breath.
 
   He feels his left breast and is relieved when his skin thuds against his hand in time with the beat of his heart. Hopefully that means his heart and brain have switched back to the right places. Hopefully that means he’ll be smart again today.
 
   He slips from beneath the covers, his body so warm it’s as if he never felt the icy wind and chilling waters of the River. But when his feet touch the wooden floorboards, he feels the sting left by the sharp rocks. 
 
   There are bandages on his feet, but he doesn’t remember how they got there. 
 
   Blinking away the pain, he tiptoes toward the sound of his father crying. He peeks in his father’s room, but he’s not there, the bed covers strewn in a bundle on the floor. It’s uncharacteristically messy for his father. 
 
   Down the hall, past the bedroom that he uses as a playroom. Stuffed robots and Snap-’Ems war drones rest side by side in a line against the wall. His father’s rules: “If you get them out, you put them back where they belong.” Did he forget to put any of his toys back? Is that why his father threw him in the River? He can’t remember.
 
   Silently, he sneaks into the room with the one black and three white walls. The black wall is the holo-screen, which he’s allowed to use for one hour each day. Usually it’s Zoran’s three-dimensional holo-form that seems to climb from the screen, his strong, armored body reacting to mental commands sent through the boy’s electro-wave device. 
 
   A large couch fills the side of the room opposite the screen, but his father’s not there. 
 
   A cough, whispered words, heavy sobs. They’re coming from the kitchen.
 
   He slips inside, but doesn’t see anyone. The crying is louder. 
 
   Ever so slowly, he lowers himself to the floor and slithers forward like a snake, around the edge of the island countertop. He freezes when he sees him.
 
   His father, already dressed in his all-black work clothes, is slumped on the floor. His back is against the cabinets, his face in his hands. Tears are dripping from cracks in his fingers, wetting his pants, which are already more creased and rumpled than he’s ever seen them. 
 
   “What did I do? What have I done?” his father mutters to himself.
 
   For a second he thinks the question might be directed at him, but his father can’t realize he’s there. He’s been as quiet as the mouse he once found living under his bed. 
 
   He reaches for his father’s shoulder, his hand trembling slightly, but just before he touches him his father coughs loudly and the boy withdraws as if he’s been stung. He slides back, regains his feet, and sneaks back to his room, returning to the protection of his bed.
 
   But despite the warmth of the covers—which he wraps around himself like a cocoon—he can’t stop shaking, even when his father comes to wake him, his eyes dry and his suit freshly ironed. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   As usual, Janice is late. Her shoes are untied allowing her to easily slip them off as she enters. Her eyes have dark circles under them. She hasn’t even bothered to tie her tangled hair up, so it dangles in messy ribbons around her face. In other words, she looks like herself. 
 
   The boy’s father kisses his forehead before leaving for work. They hardly spoke to each other this morning, as if last night never happened. But in his heart the boy knows it did.
 
   As soon as the door closes, he asks, “Is it important for a boy to know how to swim?”
 
   Janice, who’s busily placing the dirty breakfast dishes into the ion cleaner, stops and looks at him. “Swimming? Swimming is for otters and fish, but it’s not bad for a person to learn, too. Why do you ask, child?”
 
   “Is it best to learn when it’s really cold?” he asks, instead of answering her question.
 
   She frowns, the lines around her mouth and eyes deepening. But even with her eyebrows turned down and the wrinkles, her eyes are still clear and beautiful—the one thing nothing can seem to mess up. “Why are you asking all these questions?” she asks.
 
   He doesn’t know if he should say—especially after seeing his father cry—but what if she can help? What if she can teach him to swim so his father doesn’t have to and so he doesn’t have to be sad anymore?
 
   The boy tells Janice the whole story, stuttering over some of the words when her mouth falls open and her frown deepens. He doesn’t say how scared he was, or how his feet still hurt, but he notices her sharp glance at his bandages when he mentions the pointy stones. He also doesn’t tell her about his father’s crying. 
 
   When he finishes, she mutters, “Devils and saints,” her lips continuing to move as if in silent prayer even after she’s done speaking aloud. Her eyes glaze over, a tell-tale sign that she’s left him again. 
 
   He’s not feeling very patient, so he grabs her hand and shakes it. “Janice!”
 
   She pulls away from him sharply, her mouth opening wide and sucking in a gasp of air. “God. Oh God. I’m sorry, child. I didn’t hurt you, did I?”
 
   It’s only at her question that the boy realizes he’s flung his hands over his face, as if to protect himself. Protect myself from who? he asks himself. Janice? Janice would never hurt him. “No,” he says. “About the swimming…”
 
   “Don’t worry another second about that. I’ll talk to your father,” she says.
 
   “No!” the boy exclaims. “Please don’t. I don’t think that will help.”
 
   “We’ll see,” she says, which he knows means she’s going to talk to his father anyway.
 
   “Can you teach me to swim?” he asks. The way the sun is shining through the window makes him think he’ll enjoy it much more during the day. 
 
   Janice massages her crinkled forehead like she has a headache. “You know I can’t.” What she doesn’t say is what she and his father have told him a thousand times: It’s not safe out there. Does that mean it’s only safe at night? Surely his father wouldn’t have taken him out if it wasn’t safe. 
 
   He plops on the couch and stares at the black holo-screen, chewing on his lip. He knows he has to learn to swim. If his father says it’s important, it must be. And Zoran wouldn’t give up, so why should he?
 
   “Want to play a game?” he calls to Janice.
 
   But he’s too late. She’s gone again, her body curled on the couch while her mind wanders somewhere he can’t follow. He spends the morning playing Tunnels and Tubes, a holo-screen game where you take turns trying to guide your character through a city without going outside. He plays for three hours, two hours longer than normal. Janice mumbles a few words in her sleep, but her eyes don’t open.
 
   When he finishes, Janice still hasn’t moved, and the boy takes it to mean they won’t be having any lessons today. As dark shadows creep like black tongues in the same places they always do, he plays one of his favorite games, which he calls Volcano Explorer. He dodges the shadows by sticking to the white carpet, pretending the dark blotches are lava, ready to burn him like the volcano tried to do to Zoran in one of his favorite episodes.
 
   And Janice just lays there, her eyes now open and staring at the blank holo-screen.
 
   The dark frown never leaves her face, even when his father returns.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Janice stays for dinner, which she never does. 
 
   An uneasy silence persists throughout the meal, broken only by clanks of forks on plates. Despite the meal consisting of a hearty square of macaroni and cheese, the boy has difficulty gulping it down, each bite sitting in his throat for three, four, five swallows. 
 
   Halfway through, the boy has the urge to scream at the top of his lungs, to pound his fists on the table, to shout, “Teach me how to swim!” But he remains silent, as he’d rather not lose his holo-screen rights when the next episode of Zoran the Adventurer comes out the following day. 
 
   After dinner, Janice ushers him to bed, tucking him in with a sloppy kiss on his forehead. “Do not fear the shadows, child,” she says. 
 
   Although her words feel warm and genuine, he suspects that if someone has to say you shouldn’t fear something, that’s exactly when you have something to fear. 
 
   When she leaves, he doesn’t even try to sleep; his mind is too restless. It’s as if flies are buzzing around in his skull, trying to escape. Why did his father drag him out into the cold night to learn to swim? And why did he break down and cry afterwards? Even more troubling, why does Janice look so angry? The shadows in the room creep into his mind.
 
   For a hard life.
 
   That’s what his father said he had to prepare for. But what’s so hard about watching his favorite programs on the holo-screen and being taught to read and write and add and subtract by Janice? 
 
   Despite the buzzing flies, the boy begins to drift off to slee—
 
   Raised voices snap his eyes open. He’s fully awake in an instant, on high alert. 
 
   He listens for a moment, his muscles tight and his burning eyes unable to blink. After a few minutes of listening, however, his body relaxes and he closes his eyes once more.
 
   There’s nothing to worry about.
 
   Because the voices were just Janice and his father.
 
   Just as reality meets the dream world, he wonders why Janice is staying later than she’s ever stayed before, and why she’s arguing with his father.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Young Domino Destovan is so tired of being ignored.
 
   Your sister this and your sister that is all his mother seems to say anymore. What about me? he wants to scream. Don’t I count? His sister isn’t even a real person, is she? At school they’ve started learning about the system in place to protect them. It protects everyone. There’s only a little food and things called “resources,” which everyone needs. And so there can’t be too many people. People have to be allowed to have kids before they actually have them. And his parents were most definitely not allowed to have his sister. 
 
   His mother always turns off the holo-screen when the news comes on, but he’s not stupid. He hears bits and pieces before she can turn it off. And the kids at school are constantly talking about it. The Slip. She’s eating their food. She’s using their resources. She’s endangering them all. 
 
   His sister, the Slip, could ruin everything.
 
   So everyone’s looking for her. 
 
   But what is he supposed to do? He doesn’t even see her that often, not since his father took her away, hiding out in a dirty, old abandoned building barely fit for people to live in. He’ll never stop hating his father for leaving him with his mother, who barely even knows he exists. 
 
   As he listens to two of the popular kids chatter on about the hunt for the Slip, he has a thought. 
 
   I could be a hero.
 
   I could turn her in.
 
   Then maybe, just maybe, his father would come home and they could be a family again, go back to what it was like before his sister was born. 
 
   Although he almost wants to smile at the thought, he shakes his head and lets the wildly impossible idea fade away. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Six
 
    
 
   When the nameless boy awakes in the morning, he’s surprised to find sunlight streaming through his window. He expected his father to wake him in the middle of the night, to drag him into the cold once more. For some reason he wanted him to. It scares him—the cold and the water—but letting his father down scares him more. 
 
   His father comes in already dressed in black, and the boy says, “Where’s Janice?”
 
   “Gone home,” his father says.
 
   There’s such finality in his tone that the boy sits up quickly in bed. “Is she coming back?” he asks.
 
   “She could never stay away from you,” his father says, attempting a grin but grimacing instead.
 
   The boy doesn’t know why he’s so relieved. It’s almost as if he expected Janice to abandon him, although she never has before. Like clockwork, she’s been there every single day of his childhood. 
 
   “Now you’d better get dressed and ready for breakfast before she gets here,” his father says, turning to go.
 
   “Father?” the boy says.
 
   His father turns, his eyebrows lifting in surprise. “Yes, Son?”
 
   “I want to learn to swim,” he says. His father starts to shake his head, but the boy rushes on. “I don’t care if it’s cold or it’s hard or if the stones cut my feet. I want to learn. I can do it.”
 
   His father’s strong face looks as soft as a pillow, as if it’s full of goose feathers. He’s seen it like that only once before, when the boy read to him for the first time. “Can you keep it a secret?” his father asks.
 
   A secret? From who? Ohhhh… “From Janice,” the boy says, realizing his mistake. Yesterday. Janice’s frown. Last night. The argument he heard. They were his fault. Because he told Janice what father had made him do. What he now wants to do.
 
   His father purses his lips. Nods.
 
   “A secret,” the boy says, tasting the word on his tongue. A secret between him and his father. “Yes.”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” his father says, leaving him to get ready.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Three days and two nights pass and his father doesn’t come to him in the night. 
 
   Each morning the boy wants to ask whether he’s done thinking about it, but he manages to hold his tongue. He hasn’t said “no” yet, so that means there’s still a chance.
 
   But when another two nights pass uninterrupted, he’s afraid he might explode if he doesn’t say anything. 
 
   “Will you teach me to swim?” he asks the moment his father enters his bedroom. The boy’s been up for an hour, just waiting for him to come in. 
 
   His father sits on the bed, resting one hand on the bump in the covers made by the boy’s knee. It’s a position his father has used before, and he knows what it means before his father says a single word.
 
   “I’m sorry. I made a mistake,” his father says. “I never should’ve…” Moisture fills his father’s eyes but he blinks it away before it can overflow. “I thought I was helping you. You won’t have to go out to learn to swim again.” 
 
   Disappointment floods through him and the boy’s afraid he might cry. But he knows better than to argue with his father. “When’s Janice coming?” he asks. It’s a silly and pointless question that he already knows the answer to, but he doesn’t know what else to say.
 
   His father manages a tight smile that’s kilometers away from his eyes, and pats his knee-bump. “I love you, Son,” he says. 
 
   The boy closes his eyes and feels his father’s warm lips kiss him on the forehead, in almost the exact same spot as Janice did the night she stayed late to talk his father out of letting him learn to swim.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The boy mopes around all day, going through the motions. He reads what Janice tells him to read, adds the numbers she tells him to add, studies the books she tells him to study. But his heart’s not in it. It’s like there’s an impenetrable wall between his heart and brain, allowing him to be in two places at once. His brain’s at school, learning from Janice, while his heart’s in the water, swimming gracefully beside Zoran, crossing the River to rescue the princess from the dragon.
 
   Finally—finally—when Janice gives him a break from his schoolwork to turn on the holo-screen, his heart removes a brick and lets his brain peek through the wall. And it’s only then that the idea comes to him. Sometimes it takes both your heart and brain to make a decision, the boy realizes. 
 
   And for the first time that day, the boy smiles. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It takes him another three days to get an opportunity. 
 
   Janice is napping on his father’s bed, leaving him to watch a marathon of Zoran on the holo-screen. His favorite hero is standing right in front of him, projected from the screen. Zoran’s sword is as tall as the boy, his muscles as big as the boy’s head, as he fights off a legion of marauders while protecting a village. 
 
   But Zoran can wait, and he’s seen this episode anyway. 
 
   He sneaks down the hall, careful to avoid the three creaky floorboards. His bedroom’s open on the right, but that’s not where he’s going. Instead, he enters the room on the left, the one just after his playroom. 
 
   His father’s bedroom.
 
   Janice lies on her side on the bed, her hands clasped tightly together, her knees bent slightly, almost as if she’s praying. Deep breathing fills the room. 
 
   A chest of drawers sits against one of the walls. First he tries the bottom drawers, but all he finds are black shoes. He looks inside each shoe, just in case. Despite the care he takes to open and close each drawer quietly, they make a small degree of noise, which turns his heart into a rattle in his chest. With each sound he has the urge to run from the room, settling for a life of Zoran and schoolwork. 
 
   Somehow, someway, he manages to cling to his frayed courage, moving onto the next drawer, methodically searching his father’s bedroom. 
 
   Black pants and black shirts and black socks. And red underwear, of course. He checks every last drawer and still doesn’t find what he’s looking for. 
 
   Janice shifts in her sleep and he freezes, holding his breath and a sock from the last drawer. She rolls over, yawns, mumbles, “Devils and saints,” and settles in again, her breathing returning to the same consistent rhythm as before. 
 
   That’s when he sees it, winking from beneath the corner of the pillow. A gleam of gold, catching a single ray of sunlight peeking through a crack in the blinds: The metal teeth that can open the door in the fence. 
 
   One cautious step at a time, the boy creeps toward the head of the bed, his eyes locked on the gold teeth. 
 
   Janice breathes.
 
   He takes another step, so close now.
 
   She shifts again, onto her back, her weight depressing the edge of the pillow, nearly obscuring his target from sight.
 
   There’s no going back.
 
   She stretches, her eyes still closed.
 
   He crouches, takes another step, the pillow within arm’s reach.
 
   Janice keeps rolling, pushing the corner of the pillow down, down, down—
 
   The boy’s arm lashes out, his fingers closing on the metal, his feet already carrying him toward the door before Janice takes another deep breath.
 
   And then he’s out, back on the couch, his heart racing, his breaths coming in bursts through his lips. His whole body feels full of wings and tingles.
 
   Zoran strikes down the last marauder. The village leader gives him a shiny gold medal of valor. 
 
   The boy continues to grip his treasure so tightly he can feel the sharp metal teeth biting into his palm. 
 
   But not even the pinpricks of pain can shake the smile from his face.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   He doesn’t even try to sleep that night.
 
   Instead he listens to his father watching the holo-screen, wondering when he’ll turn it off and go to bed. It’s a news program, the most boring kind. A deep voice is going on and on about Crows and Hawks and something called “a Slip.” People are looking for the Slip, but they can’t find it. The boy wonders why they don’t just leave it alone—whatever it is. Maybe if they’d stop talking about it, his father would go to bed.
 
   After what feels like hours, the voice is cut off, and he hears his father’s heavy black shoes thud across the polished wooden floor. One creak, two creaks, three creaks. His father doesn’t even try to avoid the creaky floorboards.
 
   The boy jams his eyes shut tightly and breathes deeply, the same way Janice did during her nap. 
 
   The footsteps come closer. A kiss buzzes his forehead, his father’s face rough with a day’s worth of stubble growth. 
 
   “Goodnight, my son. Fear nothing and rest from your troubles. You are safe with me.”
 
   The footsteps retreat and he hears his father’s bedroom door click shut.
 
   His body quivers with something that he thinks is part fear, part excitement, but he manages to keep his wits and continue to pretend to sleep, just in case his father returns. He begins counting in his head; just to be safe, he counts to a hundred four times.
 
   Then he arises from his bed, pulling the covers up to his pillow and shoving a large stuffed robot beneath them. He steps back and studies his handiwork, pleased with himself. A glance from the doorway will reveal nothing more than a sleeping boy, the covers pulled over his head for warmth. 
 
   Finally, he lifts the lid on a small wooden box he uses to house six brightly colored stones that Janice gave him. He leaves the stones in place, plucking only the gold teeth from the box, where he hid them before Janice woke up and his father got home from work. 
 
   He steals silently through the house and out the backdoor.
 
   The night air is slightly warmer than the last time he experienced it, but his nose, fingers and toes still go cold almost immediately. The sky is cloudless and full of light from the stars and a three-quarter moon. The grass feels good on his feet, which are still bandaged. The fence looks dark and foreboding and impenetrable. And it would be, if not for what he carries in his hand.
 
   Mimicking what he saw his father do, he finds the lock and pushes the metal teeth into it. No good. The metal is too wide. He hits himself in the head, admonishing himself for his stupidity. Wrong side. The teeth have to go in first. 
 
   He flips it around and tries again. The teeth seem to want to fit, but they don’t. He pushes harder, but it doesn’t help. He spins the metal and tries once more. 
 
   The teeth slide in easily. What next? Twist, he remembers, picturing his father’s hand. 
 
   He twists and the lock disengages, falling to the ground. The thick chains drop away and the door eases open.
 
   His heart skips a beat. Before now, all he had was a brilliant idea. But seeing the rough, twisting, weed-choked path makes him question his entire plan. He could go back to sleep and return the key to its hiding spot in the morning, and no one would know his courage had faltered. 
 
   But he would.
 
   He takes a deep breath and steps out from the safety of the fence for the second time in his life, the first time alone. He stops as a wave of dizziness hits him, the trees and plants and even the black sky seeming to close in around him. Jamming his eyes shut, he grits his teeth and gets control of his shaking knees. 
 
   I can do this, he thinks. But no, it wasn’t a thought at all. He said it out loud, a promise to himself and the night. 
 
   When he opens his eyes his feet carry him forward immediately. His bandages make the harsh, rocky ground more bearable, but he still has to concentrate not to cry out when a particularly sharp stone jabs the bottom of his foot. 
 
   Afraid that any pause may cause his courage to waver, he plunges down the hill the moment he emerges from the tree line. He’s at the water a moment later. The moon’s in a different position than the last time he was here, no longer drawing a white pathway across the River. Instead, it casts a silver sheen over the whole of the waters. Will that help him keep his bearings or confuse him even more?
 
   He dabs a toe in the water, a shiver running all the way up to his head. Despite the somewhat warmer temperature, the River seems every bit as icy as before. He dips his other toe, hoping for a second opinion, but if anything it’s colder. Right away, he feels foolish. Zoran wouldn’t be hesitating, wouldn’t be testing the water. He’d plunge forward, facing the danger head on. 
 
   The boy takes the deepest breath of his life and jumps. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Panic takes him immediately. 
 
   It’s a scary thing—panic. Even when he’s completely aware that his flailing arms and legs are only helping the River pull him under, he can’t seem to stop them, can’t seem to concentrate. Instead, he waves them faster, in what he instinctively knows are all the wrong directions, in all the wrong ways. 
 
   He sinks like a stone, his cheeks bulging with his held breath. Too late he realizes:
 
   What he thought was bravery was foolishness.
 
   And then:
 
   He’s going to die.
 
   A strange and unexpected calm settles over him as he watches the glowing surface of the water stretch away from him. 
 
   He stops struggling, releasing his breath in a steady stream of bubbles.
 
   Closes his eyes.
 
   His body jolts when something grabs him under the arms, his eyes shooting open. His father, shirtless, muscles bulging, pulls him toward the surface. His movements are effortless, as if he was born in the water, as if swimming is as easy as walking. In awe, the boy is oblivious to the cold seeping into his bones. 
 
   When they break the surface, the boy sucks in a deep breath, wondering why he never realized how sweet air tastes. As his father drags him toward the shore, he cranes his head back and the stars seem brighter, the moon bigger in the night sky. And when he lowers his gaze, he sees them again:
 
   Innumerable lights shining in the distance, attached to giant, rectangular shadows.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   For six days, they don’t speak of what happened. As if following some unspoken agreement, the boy and his father act normal, each going about their business like that night never happened. If Janice notices that something is amiss, she remains silent.
 
   On the seventh day, a weekend, the boy spends three hours watching the other kids through the hole in the fence. They’re running and laughing and tapping each other on the shoulders. A game, where one kid has to touch one of the others. “You’re it!” they keep shouting. Why is he different? Why can’t he join them? Why is it unsafe for him to leave the bounds of the fence and house?
 
   He startles when his father touches him on the shoulder.
 
   “I—I was just looking,” he says, a lame excuse that surely won’t prevent punishment.
 
   To his surprise, his father says, “I know. Son, I’ve been thinking.”
 
   The boy waits, his father’s hand heavy on his shoulder.
 
   “The life you’ve been given isn’t fair. But at least I’ve kept you safe. From the beginning, that’s all I’ve wanted for you.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” the boy admits. He starts to wave at the hole in the fence, to finally explain his confusion to the one person he doesn’t want to disappoint. 
 
   “That’s because I’ve never explained anything to you,” his father says. “You were too young, still are, and I don’t want to scare you.”
 
   The boy thinks about this for a minute. He knows he’s scared sometimes. If he was braver, more like Zoran, would his father tell him his secrets?
 
   “I want to learn to swim,” he says.
 
   “I know,” his father says.
 
   “I’ll sneak out again,” he says, trying to calm the quaver in his hands.
 
   “I know,” his father repeats.
 
   The boy says nothing. 
 
   “I’ll teach you,” his father says.
 
   The boy’s smile is a giant gaping crevice in his face. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The boy no longer hates the cold. In some ways, he looks forward to it. Although the wind bites his skin and the stones pierce his feet, he doesn’t feel it as much. A year of enduring something will do that, making you less sensitive to it. Growing up has strengthened him, too. At seven years old, the boy feels strong enough to fight dragons, to save princesses, to leave the backyard.
 
   When he asked why he can’t wear shoes, why he can’t wear warmer clothes, at least until they get to the water, his father told him it was important he learn to handle harsh environments. The boy didn’t question it further, for fear his father would end his lessons. 
 
   Today the boy swims farther than he’s ever swum, so far that the shadows in the distance form very real shapes, structures rising up into the clouds. He treads water for a moment, relishing how close the lights look, like if he were to reach out he could almost touch them. 
 
   And then he turns back.
 
   By the time he reaches his father—who’s hunched over his portable holo-screen—the sky has turned pink, a glowing warning of the approaching dangers of daylight. His father barely notices when he pulls himself on shore, raining drips all around him. His father’s eyebrows are scrunched and his eyes narrowed into tiny, black beads. 
 
   “Father?” the boy says.
 
   His father’s head jerks around, startled. The boy’s never seen him this focused on something. Peeking over his shoulder, the boy’s thankful for all of Janice’s reading lessons, as he easily makes out the projected news headline: Search for Slip Passes Two Year Mark. Head of Pop Con Losing Support.
 
   Before he can read further, his father angles the holo-screen away from him, switching it off with a tap on the screen. He looks at the sky and flinches, as if only now realizing the time. When he grabs the boy’s hand, the boy is shocked at how cold his father’s hands are, as if he’s been the one in the water. 
 
   They reach the gate and slip inside just as the edge of the sun clears the horizon and the sounds of people waking up spill from the houses on either side of theirs. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “What’s a Slip?” the boy asks Janice that morning. He’s meant to be reading aloud to her, but he can’t concentrate when the words from his father’s holo-screen are burrowed so deeply in his brain that they feel like sharp-clawed mice. 
 
   Janice’s blue eyes flash with surprise for a moment, before settling into a frown. “We learned that word a long time ago, child. Don’t you remember? A slip is a bad fall, or a woman’s undergarment. It can also mean narrowly making it through something, like a door. I’m probably forgetting a few other meanings, too.”
 
   “No,” the boy says. “What if it has a big S? A capital S.” He corrects himself before Janice can. 
 
   He’s glad Janice is so bad at hiding her emotions, because now he’s able to read her as well as the book he’s ignoring. She’s gone pale, her lips dry even when she quickly licks them. She looks…scared. But why?
 
   “I’m not sure I understand what you mean,” she says, her voice dropping so much it’s almost a whisper. 
 
   “I saw it on Father’s holo-screen,” the boy says. “They’re searching for a Slip. What does that mean?”
 
   Janice’s eyes soften and she throws back her head, laughing. It’s even higher than usual, and shakes a little. Not her normal laugh. Not real. “Oh that. It just means someone that’s hard to catch, someone who’s slippery. There’s a criminal out there and they’re trying to find him.”
 
   “The Head of Pop Con is trying to find the Slip?”
 
   This time there’s a visible twitch of her cheek and half of her mouth. Her eyes bore into him and then through him, drifting off into oblivion. “Janice?” he says quickly, hoping he won’t lose her again.
 
   She blinks and she’s back. “You have nothing to worry about, child. They’ll catch the criminal soon, and it will all be over.”
 
   “What did he do wrong?” the boy asks.
 
   “It’s not important,” Janice says, waving the question away like a pesky fly. But when her hand drifts back down he notices the way her fingers grip her other hand.
 
   “Did he kill someone?” The boy’s eyes gleam mischievously. 
 
   Janice frowns, looking more like herself again. “No—No. And I don’t want to hear that kind of talk. You’ve been watching too many violent shows on the holo-screen. No Zoran for a week.”
 
   The boy doesn’t even mind the punishment.
 
   Because this is the most interesting day he’s had in his entire life.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly knows he’s out of time. He’s had the information for months, but has kept it hidden. Even the Head of Population Control—or Pop Con as most people call it—can’t protect the Slip forever. And if he loses his job it will be worse for everyone. Sacrifice one to save a lot more, right? He knows he’s in denial, that he’s not sacrificing one—that it’s already been hundreds, on his watch alone. And thousands during his predecessor’s reign, when this all started. 
 
   He stares at the three-dimensional images projected from the holo-screen like the scene before him isn’t real. Like he’s watching a program. Like he’s not the mastermind of its creation. Emotional detachment is the only way he ever gets through operations like the one currently underway. The operation that was triggered when he finally allowed the anonymous tip to move through his own organization’s network.
 
   The abandoned building sits on the outskirts of the city, crumbling around the edges, its broken windows growling like a hundred angry mouths full of glass-shard teeth. No human could possibly live in such a place. No human should live in such a place.
 
   As planned, the Blue Team makes the first move, kicking in the doors of all four entrances at once, perfectly coordinated. They don’t try to be stealthy—that’s not the point. They want their target to know they’re coming, to scare her from hiding. 
 
   Dozens of dark-clothed men and women pour into the building, carrying black-steel weapons.
 
   “We’ve got movement!” someone shouts from beside Michael. It’s Corrigan Mars, Pop Con’s second in command. He’s looking at a different holo-screen, a schematic of the building, glowing blue. But not all blue. Not anymore. A red circle has emerged from one of the rooms on the fifth floor. A second red circle follows immediately after, chasing the first red blip down the hall toward the stairwell.
 
   “They were in a cold room,” Corr says. “That’s why the heat sensors couldn’t pick them up. What a way to live, huh? Always in the cold. They’re no better than animals, eh Boss?” Corr’s eyes are on fire, and it’s all Michael can do not to put them out.
 
   “Animals,” Michael manages to murmur, forcing his gaze back to the first holo-screen, which is showing the view from the Blue Team Leader’s helmet as he charges up the stairs and past the third floor landing. The images are so realistic it almost feels as if they’re there.
 
   “They’re already on the seventh floor,” Corr announces into his headset.
 
   “Copy that,” the Blue Team Leader says, his voice breathy from climbing three flights of stairs. 
 
   “Fifth floor makes sense,” Corr comments. When Michael looks at him, he explains. “With no working lifter, the targets wouldn’t have wanted to climb more than five levels. Enough to be safe though, well away from the ground.”
 
   Michael hates how analytically indifferent Corr sounds. Like the targets really are animals, not fellow humans. “Right,” Michael says, only because he feels as if he has to say something. “It makes perfect sense.”
 
   The red blips reach the ninth floor, only one away from the roof. The dozens of red circles identifying the Blue Team on the stairs are gaining on the targets, but they won’t catch them before they get to the top. They were never intended to.
 
   Flush them out like rats, Corr had said when he came up with the plan. 
 
   Michael realizes his hands are balled into tight fists. He looks around slowly, but no one’s watching him, their eyes glued to the projected images, dancing back and forth like they’re spectators at a tennis match. He unknots his fists and tries to remain calm. Showing his true feelings about what they’re doing could get him and his family killed.
 
   The Slip and her guardian reach the roof. 
 
   “On your command, Boss!” Corr barks with his usual vigor. 
 
   Michael takes a deep, shaky breath through his nose, but that’s all the hesitation he’ll allow. “Red Team go,” he says firmly. 
 
   The view on the first screen changes to a wide shot of the roof, where a young girl cowers behind a tall man, likely her father. She has blond hair—long, knotted and tangled. 
 
   Above them, a Hawk appears from thin air, the drone’s chameleon-like skin changing from its mimic of the blue sky to a standard black metallic sheen. The man shouts something, ushering his daughter back toward the door, where the Blue Team Leader is already emerging onto the roof. 
 
   The father doesn’t know where to stand now, as he desperately hugs his daughter, trying to protect her from all sides. 
 
   Ropes drop from the Hawk, and six Red Team members slide down gracefully, their heavy boots stomping on the rooftop. The view changes once more, to a close up of the man and his daughter from the eyes of the Red Team Leader.
 
   Red because of blood, Corr had said when he named the teams. 
 
   “Please,” the man says, still trying to keep his body between his daughter and the guns. Beads of sweat dot his forehead. “This is my fault. I screwed up. Punish me. Leave my daughter alone.”
 
   Michael silently grits his teeth at the desperation in the man’s voice. In the same position, he wonders if he would sound exactly the same. He thinks he would.
 
   Not for the first time, he wishes he was someone else. Anyone else. 
 
   The Red Team Leader approaches the man, whose hair is shaggy and unkempt, his beard brown and thick and streaked with gray. His eyes wild. 
 
   Through his facemask, the Red Team Leader’s voice sounds muffled and metallic. “For creating an unauthorized child and—”
 
   “No!” the man screams, clutching his daughter. She’s crying, hanging around his waist. She’s only five years old, Michael remembers.
 
   “—and harboring a fugitive…” the Red Team Leader continues. “You have made yourself an enemy of your own country. Your crimes are punishable by death without trial.”
 
   Tears spill from the man’s eyes, streaking his cheeks. They glisten like diamonds in the sunlight. “Fine,” the man says. “Kill me. But leave her.”
 
   “Daddy, no,” the girl whimpers, tightening her grip on his waist. 
 
   The Red Team Leader’s arm extends away from the holo-screen. Michael watches in horror as the sights lock on the man. On his head. 
 
   The shot sounds like nothing, like the error noise you get when you press the wrong spot on a holo-screen. Not a deadly sound. All Pop Con weapons are silenced, so as to prevent widespread panic as they carry out their gruesome work. 
 
   There’s a poof of pink mist and the man’s head snaps back. His daughter falls with him, crumpling to the roof, still clutching him, wailing and wailing and screaming. 
 
   Michael wants to clamp his hands over his ears, to close his eyes, to run from the room shouting obscenities and words of treason against Pop Con and the government. 
 
   But he doesn’t. He doesn’t move. He doesn’t breathe. He watches with everyone else. 
 
   “One down,” Corr says casually, like he’s watching some kind of sporting event.
 
   “For being born illegally and resisting arrest…”—the Red Team Leader’s voice can barely be heard over the girl’s wailing—“…you’ve been sentenced to death.”
 
   The gun is aimed at the girl, who’s now sobbing into her dead father’s chest. Look away, please look away, Michael urges himself. He stares straight ahead, his lungs burning without oxygen.
 
   There’s another nothing-noise and the girl’s sobs cease. Her little body stops shaking. A circle of scarlet spreads from beneath them. 
 
   “The Blood Team,” Corr says, a hint of reverence in his voice. He glances at Michael, who refuses to pull his gaze from the two people dead at his hands. “Boss?” Corr says. “You all right?”
 
   Finally, Michael looks at his second in command, someone he once thought of as his friend, who’s looking at him with concern. He feels a sharp sting and realizes he’s biting his lip. He raises a numb hand to his mouth. When he pulls his fingers away, they’re glossy with warm blood. 
 
   “Too much excitement,” he says, managing a chuckle. “Well done, everyone. Another successful operation.” Before Corr can say another word, Michael strides from the room, his knees shaky, his mouth full of his own blood. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   When his father arrives home an hour late, he reminds the boy of one of his old toys. He looks old and worn, his face as gray as ash, his eyes red, his dark clothes full of wrinkles that match the ones on his face. 
 
   “What happened?” Janice says the moment he walks in.
 
   His father’s eyes snap to the boy, then back to Janice. Janice seems to realize the boy is there, as if she’d forgotten. “You can have dinner in your room tonight, child,” Janice says to the boy.
 
   “Have I done something wrong?” he asks.
 
   “No, no, nothing like that,” Janice says. “We just have some adult things to talk about. You can take some toys with you to play with before bed.”
 
   The boy looks at his father, who seems to stare right through him. He hasn’t taken another step inside, just hovering in the entrance, like a visitor waiting for an invitation. He’s still too close to the door’s sensors to allow it to automatically shut behind him. What could have happened to make his father feel like a stranger in his own house?
 
   While Janice operates the food-maker, the boy goes to his toy room and selects his favorite Zoran action figure and an appropriately large and menacing robot for the hero to test his skills against. When he glances back down the hall, Janice is hugging his father, speaking to him in a hushed tone. 
 
   For some reason, it scares him.
 
   He turns away and goes to his room. A few minutes later, Janice enters with a steaming hot cube of spaghetti. It even has three large, square meatballs—a special treat. 
 
   But even as he eats his favorite food and plays with his favorite toys, he can’t ignore the harsh voices murmuring under his door and into his ears. 
 
   He knows something terrible has happened.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   They don’t come for his plate. They don’t come to kiss him goodnight or tuck him in. They simply don’t come. 
 
   When he opens his door and peeks out, they don’t hear him, just keep on talking in those whisper-soft voices. The boy is drawn to the conversation; he feels like the white-yellow moths with the papery wings that like to flutter around the lone bulb that lights the backyard in the evening. He creeps to the end of the hall and sits down with his back against the wall, listening.
 
   Despite their best attempts to cloak their words, the conversation arrives clear and distinct to the boy’s ears now that he’s just around the corner. His father and Janice are sitting on the couch, where he normally watches Zoran on the holo-screen. 
 
   “You have to find a way out. This job will be the death of you.” Janice, her words emphatic.
 
   “No, Jan, that’s where you’re wrong.” The boy’s never heard his father call Janice ‘Jan.’ But he says the nickname so easily it’s like he’s spoken it a thousand times. “Leaving the job will be the death of me. But not just me. All of you. They’ll kill all of you.”
 
   The boy freezes on the word kill. Every muscle in his body is tight, rigid, like he’s stuck in place, glued to the wall and floor.
 
   “I’m scared, Michael,” Janice says. He remembers the last time she called him that, on his birthday more than a year ago. “When I go home I see Crows in the shadows; I can sense Hawks hovering overhead, watching me. I feel like I’m losing my mind.”
 
   A deep sigh. “No one’s watching you,” his father says. “It’s just your imagination playing tricks.”
 
   “My imagination feels like reality these days.”
 
   His father manages a brief laugh. “You’ve always had a creative and overactive mind. But now you should get home. I’ve already programmed the aut-car. It’s a different route than usual, just to be safe.”
 
   The boy hears the sigh of the couch cushions as they stand up. He knows he should start backtracking to his room, but he’s still frozen, his breaths coming in short bursts through his nose, the word killkillkillkill ringing in his ears. 
 
   Janice and his father pass practically right by him, but they’re focused on the door, not the hallway. And anyway, the hall is dark, cast in shadows—he can see them better than they would be able to see him. 
 
   His father opens the door and Janice lifts to her tiptoes to give him a final hug, squeezing him the way she usually only squeezes the boy. He’s never seen them this…touchy. The boy doesn’t like it, and a momentary snap of anger breaks him from the heavy chains clamping him to the floor.
 
   “He’s a smart kid,” Janice says. “I can’t hold off his questions forever. Every day I feel more and more unhinged by them.”
 
   They step back from their embrace, and his father says, “I know. I’ll explain as much as I can to him soon.”
 
   Janice nods and steps through the doorway, her undone shoelaces dragging around her feet. The door zips shut behind her. The boy begins to shuffle backwards, but stops when he realizes his father hasn’t moved. His forehead is resting against the closed door, his eyes shut. Has he fallen asleep standing up? No. At his sides, his father’s fingers are curling and uncurling, tightening into white-knuckled fists and then releasing. 
 
   With swiftness so sudden and unexpected it makes the boy jump back, his father’s fist crashes against the door like a hammer blow. The boy stares, half-frightened, half-captivated, as his father continues pounding the door, each blow lessening in strength and sound, until his fingers remain against the door and he slides down to the floor, to his knees.
 
   And there, he weeps, the tears falling unabashedly onto the floorboards.
 
   The boy runs silently back to his room and dives under the covers, gasping for breath and wishing he’d never have to see his father cry again.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Somehow the boy falls asleep. From sheer mental exhaustion, perhaps.
 
   But it doesn’t last long.
 
   He wakes with a start. It’s dark, but not quiet. Voices storm out from the expensive speaker system that the boy appreciates when he’s watching Bot Heroes on the holo-screen. The boy realizes that, in his haste to escape the broken view of his weeping father, he’d forgotten to close his door. 
 
   Before he leaves his room this time, he slips on socks to pad his footfalls.
 
   The hallway is no longer swamped with shadows; the glow of the holo-screen illuminates the narrow corridor with a glowing path, almost like the moonlight on the River. He can see part of the holo-screen jutting out, projecting one of his father’s boring news programs. But why is he still watching the holo so late? Doesn’t he have to get up for work tomorrow?
 
   The newswoman with the long, gold hair and red, painted-on smile is speaking. He can only see one of her dark-rimmed eyes and half of her smile, but even still, it’s as if she’s speaking directly to the boy. 
 
   “Official reports are coming out from Pop Con, ladies and gentlemen; the latest Slip has been found and terminated. Since the Pop Con Decree was voted into law, this is the oldest Slip to evade security forces, lasting five years, three months, and seventeen days. The city can now breathe a sigh of relief, as our delicate population balance has been restored.”
 
   The boy finds himself drawn to the screen as he puzzles over the newswoman’s report. Many of the words are familiar—he saw ‘Slip’ and ‘Pop Con’ on his father’s portable holo-screen—but he still doesn’t fully understand them. Pop Con is where his father works and Slip is a criminal. So they caught the criminal—that’s a good thing, right?
 
   Abruptly, he realizes he’s wandered past the cover of the hallway. He nearly jumps out of his skin when he sees that his father is facing him. When he realizes his father’s eyes are closed, he almost laughs out loud, only just catching himself. 
 
   Sleeping. He fell asleep watching the holo. An empty bottle is overturned on the table, a few final drops of clear liquid rolling from its mouth. It’s the drink his father usually only has on special occasions. The boy’s heart rate returns to normal, and he shifts his attention back to the wall screen, where the story about the Slip continues. 
 
   His heart stops. His blood rushes between his ears. His mouth falls open. 
 
   For there, on the screen, is his father’s face. It’s a head shot, just the tops of his shoulders and up, but it’s clear he’s wearing his typical dark outfit. He also wears a stern expression, unsmiling, a face he rarely makes at home, only when the boy has been particularly difficult. Below the photo is a name: Michael Kelly. Michael! Just like what he heard Janice call him. But why does he have two names? Janice only has one. Zoran, too. Is his father an important man, to get two names and his photo on the holo-screen? He must be, the boy thinks, closing his mouth. His heart is still racing and he almost feels like he’s watching the screen from above, hovering slightly, the way he sometimes feels when he’s sick and everything gets really hot one minute and freezing the next. 
 
   His father is an important man.
 
   He knows it, has always known it, and for a moment—just a few seconds—his smile stretches from ear to ear. 
 
   And then the newswoman begins speaking: 
 
   “The successful operation was overseen by Pop Con boss, Michael Kelly, the recent subject of much criticism due to decreased Slip termination rates. However, after today’s performance, it’s likely his job is safe for the foreseeable future.”
 
   Pop Con boss. Slip termination. Criticism. Safe. Each word marches across the boy’s brain, which, thankfully, remains in his skull. He raises a hand to his chest and breathes deeply as his heart thuds against his palm.
 
   “Michael Kelly.” The boy doesn’t realize he’s said the words out loud until his father stirs on the couch. 
 
   “Son?” his father says, blinking the sleep away with reluctant eyelids. “What are you doing up?” He starts to stretch but stops with his arms raised above his head when he sees his face on the screen. “Dammit,” he mutters.
 
   His father marches him straight to bed, but the boy doesn’t sleep a wink. There are too many thoughts pushing for space in his mind. He has so many questions for his father that he’s afraid he might forget one. Although he tried to ask a few already, his father said, “Not now,” and closed the door. 
 
   He waits and waits and waits for his father to get him up for swimming, but he never comes, even when the rising sun spills light through the window. 
 
   Even when he hears Janice arrive, his father doesn’t come. Is he being punished for sneaking out of his room?
 
   Finally, what seems like hours later, Janice taps twice on his door and pushes inside. The boy’s eyes are burning from lack of sleep and his throat is dry, his water glass empty many hours earlier. 
 
   “Hi, child,” she says. She scratches her arm absently, her nails painting white lines on her skin.
 
   “Hi,” he says. 
 
   Neither of them smile, as if it’s too much work.
 
   “Your father...he had to rush to work. Some emergency. He said he’s sorry for not saying goodbye.” Her voice sounds strange, distant, like she’s talking to him through a long tube.
 
   The boy says nothing. He can’t feel the parts of his body below the blanket, so he wiggles his toes just to make sure they’re still there. 
 
   “You want breakfast?” Janice asks. The white scratch-lines on her skin have turned pink.
 
   The boy nods, pretending not to notice.
 
   “Your father told me what you saw,” she says.
 
   The boy says nothing, although hundreds of questions push against the inside of his closed lips, fighting to get out. He knows she won’t answer them anyway. No one cares if he knows anything.
 
   “I’ll bring you breakfast in bed,” Janice says, smiling. “A special treat. And double holo-screen time for you today. And no lessons. I need to sleep anyway.”
 
   The boy swallows the questions he really wants to ask. “Can I play with the other kids today?” he asks instead. He can’t hide the edge in his voice.
 
   Janice’s smile fades. “It’s not saf—”
 
   “Stop!” the boy cries. “I see the kids playing outside. Why are they safe but I’m not? Why am I stuck in here and they get to run around? Why does Father only take me out at night when everyone’s sleeping?” He sees her flinch at the last question. Evidently she didn’t know about that, but he doesn’t care, and it doesn’t stop the questions from pouring from his mouth—an endless stream. “Why do they terminate the Slips? What is Pop Con and why does Father work there? Why was Father’s face on the holo-screen last night and why was he drinking his special drink and why does he have two names when I have none and why did he cry twice?”
 
   He can’t speak can’t speak can’t speak, his throat as dry as sand and closing up, his vision blurry, his body trembling beneath the covers.
 
   Janice steps forward and wraps him up in her arms and holds him as he cries and cries and cries until he falls asleep.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When he awakes it’s getting dark, the afternoon lava shadows creeping along his bed. 
 
   When he rolls over his pillow crinkles, crusty with dry tears. He wiggles his toes and he feels them move. 
 
   A door slams as he kicks off the blanket. He plants his feet firmly on the floor. He’s done crying, done asking questions. It only makes him feel stupid and sad. 
 
   Before he can move to open the door, it swings toward him, his father’s large frame filling the doorway. He feels the tears coming, but he squeezes his eyes and pushes them away. 
 
   His father takes two strides and pulls him into a hug, lifting him off his feet, warming him from his head to his toes. 
 
   And still the boy doesn’t cry. 
 
   But he does hug his father back, as tight as he can. Because what do all his questions matter? His father loves him. Janice, too. What else does he need? 
 
   Images of children playing, tagging each other, flying kites, and climbing trees cycle through his head, but he ignores them, pretends they don’t matter. “Nothing,” he whispers into his father’s neck, answering his own internal question with what he knows is a lie. A beautiful, perfect lie. 
 
   “What, Son?” his father asks, finally setting him down.
 
   “Nothing,” he repeats, which his father thinks is an answer, rather than the word he spoke a moment ago. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Harrison jumps from the couch and does a little dance when the news story comes on. 
 
   The Slip has been found!
 
   When he finishes celebrating and turns back to his mother, Janice, she’s staring at him, wearing a frown as deep as the overflowing oceans. “They caught the Slip,” he says, wishing his voice sounded stronger. 
 
   “They killed her,” his mother says. 
 
   Harrison had forgotten that that’s what they do to unauthorized children. But he doesn’t want to think about it right now. She wasn’t even supposed to be born so does it really matter? All he cares about is that… “Dad will be around more now, right? Maybe he could come to one of my hoverball games? We’re the best team in my age group. Coach says I may be able to move up to play with the older kids soon.” He realizes how fast he’s talking, how he’s forgotten to breathe. He stops to suck air into his lungs, waiting expectantly for his mom to answer.
 
   “Baby, I—I’m sorry.” She looks so old all of a sudden. Her eyes are puffy and red, with lines spider-webbing around them. She pats the spot on the couch next to her. Harrison clambers up beside her, tucking his legs beneath him and wondering what she has to be sorry about. 
 
   “We’re not a normal family,” she says, putting her arm around him. Her eyes dart to the walls, to the ceiling, even to the holo-screen, as if someone might be listening. “Even now that the Slip is caught, your father still won’t be around much. There is always more work to be done.”
 
   Angers boils up inside him, his fists clenching in response. “That’s not fair,” he says. “I’m a good player. Why doesn’t he want to watch me?”
 
   “He does,” his mother says. “I swear it. He just has…a lot on his mind.”
 
   The boy is on his feet in an instant, not caring that he’s never seen his mother look so sad. “I hate him!” he shouts. “And I hate having a weird mom, too!” He runs to his room, throwing the door shut behind him with a floor-shaking slam. 
 
   The tears flow hot and fast, soaking into his pillow. But for some reason, the more he cries the more determined he gets. Even if his family isn’t normal, he will be. He’ll have the most friends at school and be the best hoverball player in the world.
 
   And then it won’t matter that he never sees his father and that his mom is different than the other moms. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   When he’s eight years old, the nameless boy’s father tells him he’s an excellent swimmer. It’s a nice compliment, but the boy already knows it. He can swim for two straight hours, doing six there-and-back laps to the center of the River, his arms and legs in perfect coordination, strong and powerful. Although he’s grown out of watching Zoran, he thinks he might be as good a swimmer as his old hero. They have to get up earlier and earlier to give him the time he needs to practice.
 
   His father forbids him from swimming any further than halfway toward the lights in the distance.
 
   Although the boy has sworn off asking questions that only bring him pain, his father surprises him by sharing things sometimes. Interesting things. Things he’s always wondered about.
 
   “Those lights are the city,” he says today, when the boy muscles himself out of the water after another two hour swim. His father has already turned off his portable holo-screen, a habit he’s maintained since the last time the boy saw him cry. 
 
   The boy suspected as much, but he doesn’t say that, just gazes at the lights, which are growing harder and harder to see as the sky races toward morning. Soon they’ll blink out, useless until the sun finishes its arc across the sky. 
 
   “It’s called Saint Louis,” his father continues. And the river is the Mississippi—try saying that five times fast.”
 
   The boy doesn’t try, as he doesn’t think his father really means him to. A question buzzes on his tongue—is that where you work?—but he holds it back easily, barely even thinking about it. 
 
   “The river is two miles wide here. It used to be a sixth of that width, many, many years ago.” What happened? the boy’s brain says. His mouth says nothing. He has the sudden urge to get back in the water, to swim another lap. 
 
   His father hands him a towel and the boy wraps it around himself, even though he’s now so used to the cold water that he barely notices how it raises bumps on his skin. They make eye contact and his father grips his shoulder. “Son, I’ve made so many mistakes. So many they’re uncountable.” This is not what he expected his father to say. The boy feels as if he should hold his breath, but his lungs are demanding air, so he continues taking deep breaths, his chest rising and falling. “All I wanted was to keep you safe, but I won’t be able to forever. I have enemies. You have enemies, even if you don’t know them and they don’t know you.”
 
   The boy wants to scream. He can’t ask questions, and when his father tells him things they only make him more confused. Nothing in his world makes sense. Nothing except the rush of the water over his skin and the powerful feeling of conquering the forces trying to drag him to the bottom of the river. The Mississippi. 
 
   “I’m sorry, Son,” his father says, and the boy realizes he’s frowning so much it’s giving him a headache. “I couldn’t tell you everything before. Still can’t.”
 
   “For my own protection,” the boy says. 
 
   His father misses the sarcasm in his voice, and says, “Exactly. One day maybe you’ll understand why I’ve made the choices I’ve made. One day maybe I’ll understand them, too.”
 
   Despite the heat rushing through his veins, the boy can’t stay angry, not when the man before him looks so vulnerable, so much less than what he used to be. Broken. Old. It’s like the last few years have aged him by decades. 
 
   “Maybe,” the boy says.
 
   “When I’m not around, I pray you won’t hate me for what I’ve done,” his father says, the conversation taking yet another surprising turn.
 
   The boy’s eyes dart to his father’s. “I don’t hate you, Father.”
 
   His father grabs his hand, squeezing it tightly. “I love you, Son. Don’t you ever forget that. Janice and I both love you, and we always will. No matter what happens.”
 
   As usual, the boy senses that there are so many more words behind what his father says, but he doesn’t dare ask. Not now, not when his father looks like a cracked pane of glass. Not when his questions might make him cry again. Might make them both cry.
 
   “I won’t forget it,” he says. “I love you, too.”
 
   As the sky turns yellow, father and son make their way back up the weed-choked path, arms around each other, the boy barely feeling the sharp stones under his leathery, calloused feet. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The next night the boy’s head barely hits the pillow before his father’s hand gently shakes his shoulder. Or at least that’s how it feels. Did he even sleep at all?
 
   “What time is it?” he mumbles.
 
   “Two in the morning,” his father says, his grizzled face sharpening as the boy slowly wakes up. It’s two hours earlier than usual. Janice won’t be happy if he falls asleep during her lessons again. 
 
   In silence, he sleepwalks around, his father removing his sleep clothes and helping him squeeze into something tight and rubbery, starting at his feet and pulling it all the way to his head, where it covers his scalp but leaves a hole for his face. It’s too dark to see, but when he runs his hands over the material it’s smooth—almost like a second skin. “What is this?” the boy asks.
 
   “Something to keep you warm in the water,” his father says.
 
   The boy remembers how cold he used to be when he swam, but now… “I don’t need warmth,” he says.
 
   “Better to be safe,” his father says.
 
   Why now? Why after all the freezing cold mornings spent sojourning with the brown water of the River? But he doesn’t argue, doesn’t ask. 
 
   The suit seems to squash the air out of his lungs. “Too tight,” the boy says, struggling to get his breath.
 
   “You’ll get used to it,” his father says. “It’s meant to be tight. So you can swim better, like a dolphin…or a sea lion.”
 
   As good a swimmer as the boy is, he’s seen dolphins and sea lions swim out of the holo-screen, and he’ll never swim like that. 
 
   In the kitchen, his father forces him to eat three granola bars from the food-maker, even though he’s not hungry. What’s going on? Why is this morning so different to all the other ones?
 
   Still chewing the last bar, he heads for the door, anxious to get out of the house and into the water. Funny that the water feels as much like home as the house now; the River used to be an insurmountable obstacle to him.
 
   “No,” his father says. “Not yet. There’s one more thing to do.”
 
   His father steers him to the couch, lays his head back. Lifts his feet up and rests them on a pillow, the way Janice sometimes sleeps. 
 
   In the tight, rubbery suit the boy feels too hot.
 
   “Open your eyes, Son,” his father commands.
 
   They’re already open, so it’s a weird thing to ask, but the boy opens them even wider. His father unscrews the cap from a silver canister, fishes around in it with a single finger, and plucks out a small, curved object. It almost looks like a shaving of glass, but he sees it flex when his father moves it. It’s too soft to be glass. 
 
   “Left eye first,” he says, aiming his finger—and the strange bauble—at the boy’s eye. 
 
   “What? No,” the boy says, closing both eyes tightly. He doesn’t want anything in his eye—particularly not his father’s finger. Or the strange thing from the silver canister.
 
   “Son,” his father says. There’s a slight pressure on his arm—his father’s hand. “You have to trust me.”
 
   But what are you doing to me? The urge to break his own no-questions rule is so powerful he almost blurts it out. He takes a deep breath and opens his eyes. 
 
   “Good,” his father says. “This will help you. Trust me.” 
 
   His father’s words trigger a memory, something Janice once said. “Trust should be natural, not forced. Do not give away your trust so easily, child.”
 
   But this is his father, not some nobody. Surely he can trust him. He opens his eyes wide again, trying to go to another place, to pretend his father isn’t about to poke his eye out. 
 
   His finger moves closer until it’s all the boy can see out of one eye, the clear curved object shining like a teardrop. His father pushes it into his eye, and he can’t stop himself from blinking furiously.
 
   There are bugs crawling all over his eyeball. “Ahhh!” he cries, scrubbing at his eye with the back of his hand. “Get them out!”
 
   “Son…SON!” his father barks, grabbing his hand and pulling it away from his face, pinning it against the couch. It’s the loudest voice he’s ever used on the boy, and for a moment the photo of his father from the holo-screen appears in his mind: the frowning, angry man with the name ‘Michael Kelly’ pinned beneath him. For the first time he really believes they’re the same man. Denial falls away like a discarded robe, leaving the boy feeling naked and vulnerable. 
 
   The bugs continue squirming and crawling beneath his closed eyelid, but the sensation lessens with each passing second. The boy’s eye flutters open, feeling like normal again.
 
   “If anyone asks you, your eyes are light brown, like the wood on our door,” his father says.
 
   His world is upside down. Light brown? No, that makes no sense. His eyes are ‘as blue as the sky, glittering with turquoise gemstones,’ as Janice always told him. He’s seen them in the mirror, which doesn’t lie. Only humans lie.
 
   “Okay?” his father says.
 
   The boy shakes his head, not okay at all. 
 
   His father holds up a mirror and he almost faints. One eye is blue and the other brown. He wipes a hand across the glass, smearing the face in the mirror. He still has one brown eye. 
 
   “Okay?” his father asks again.
 
   The boy nods numbly, sitting on one of his hands to resist the urge to jab his fingers in his eye to try to remove the unnatural brown color that his father stuck in there. 
 
   As if reading his mind, his father says, “This is all to protect you. These devices are extremely rare and hard to get. You’ll have trouble getting more. No one can know who you are.”
 
   The boy wants to scream. Even he doesn’t know who he is, so how would anyone else? And anyway, he doesn’t know anyone else, except for Janice. The suit is hot and starting to itch. There’s a buzzing in his head, as if the bugs have moved into his brain and are unpacking their things, making themselves at home. His father is the man on the holo-screen, a stranger, not someone he’s known his whole life. And he’s got another clear, curved ‘device’ on his fingertip, floating it in the direction of his other eye.
 
   Instead of screaming, the boy opens his eye wider. Device in, he blinks furiously, bugs crawling, resisting the urge to rip his own eyeball from his skull…
 
   It’s over. His brown-eyed reflection in the smudged mirror makes him gasp. He throws the mirror and it smashes against the wall, silver shards tinkling to the hard floor. Tensing up, he waits for the rebuke from his father, but it never comes. Instead, his father only looks sad, and the boy wonders if he’s screwed up, if his actions will force him to watch his father break down and cry yet again. 
 
   But no.
 
   His father shoulders a pack from the table and scoops the boy into his strong arms. The boy knows he’s too big to be carried, but he allows it, because despite how little he really knows about the man carrying him, his touch is still as familiar as the pungent smell of wet grass in the backyard after a rainstorm. 
 
   For this one time, his father carries him to the door in the fence, which is already open—strange—and down the path to the river. Hiding from a stiff wind, the boy nestles into his father’s chest, intuitively realizing something his brain has yet to comprehend.
 
   What is it? What am I missing?
 
   When they reach the riverbank, his father sets him down, but the boy clings to his father’s waist, like he used to do when he was three years old and afraid of everything. The drone of the food-maker. The shadows in his bedroom closet. The kites soaring over their backyard. 
 
   And now, for some reason that’s beyond his understanding, he’s afraid of the Mississippi, his once enemy, now an old friend. 
 
   His father lets him cling to him while he fiddles with the straps on the backpack. The boy stares up at him, his father’s head haloed by a sea of stars, and watches as he removes two long, webbed shoes strapped to the pack. He drops them on the ground and says, “Step in.” The boy complies, placing one foot at a time into the gaping holes in the strange shoes. They remind him of duck’s feet, only a whole lot bigger. They fit perfectly, although he has to wriggle his feet back and forth to get them to slide inside. “Good,” his father says. “These will make you swim faster, as if you have fins like a fish.” The boy lifts each foot, wondering how something so clunky will help him in the water. 
 
   Next his father unzips a pouch and extracts a large plastic bag, which he wraps around the backpack, sealing it inside. Using a length of rope, he ties it around the boy’s waist. It feels heavy, weighing him down, like how the boy imagined Zoran felt when wicked King Bernard locked him up in the dungeon with a ball and chain tethered to his ankle.
 
   If his father expects him to swim like this, wearing a hot, itchy second skin, clunky shoes, and dragging a heavy load, he’s going to be sorely disappointed. Not to mention the bugs crawling around in his head. 
 
   “I love you, Son,” his father says, hugging him fiercely, smashing the boy’s face into his stomach. 
 
   “Father, I don’t understand,” the boy says. It’s dangerously close to a question, but the boy doesn’t care. Something’s not right. His father never acts like this before a swim.
 
   “I’ve tried my best to protect you,” his father says, his eyes glistening. No. Don’t cry. Please don’t cry, the boy thinks. “But this was always inevitable, Son. You were never going to be able to stay here forever. You’re not even supposed to be alive. Janice and I…we’ve hidden you away for so long—too long. But now you’re in more danger with us than away from us. Please know that none of this is your fault. It’s mine and mine alone. What you are.”
 
   “Father,” the boy says, an unsettling realization creeping through him, like the bright tears of dawn over the horizon. “What am I?”
 
   “It’s better if you don’t know everything. Better if you just become the orphan they’ve forced you to be. Listen to me.” His father grabs his chin and holds his gaze; his father’s stare is more intense than he’s ever seen it, like robot laser beams boring into his skull. “The devices in your eyes hold the key to your identity, the one I’ve created for you. None of it is real, Son. You have to become a new person with a made-up past. You have to pretend it’s real. You have to become the boy I’ve created for you.”
 
   “But why?” the boy asks, struggling to wrap his mind around what is happening.
 
   His father sighs heavily. “I know what is best for you,” he says, but he doesn’t look at the boy, as if he is trying to convince himself. “I’ve watched many like you die, running and hiding and running and hiding—and always getting caught. We have to try something different. Cut all ties to the past and move forward toward a better future. Start over. One day you might know the truth, but you should never speak of it. Not out loud. Not in your head. And you should never try to find me or Janice. Never. Do you understand, Son?”
 
   “Father?” the boy says, seeing something that scares him in his father’s eyes. Not tears—something else. Something building, growing, forming, like a puddle of spilled paint. Something dark. Eyes like the man on the holo-screen, still dark blue but as fierce as a lion’s. 
 
   His father wrenches the boy’s arms from off his waist, gripping them tightly, squeezing him, hurting him. The boy cries out, but his father doesn’t seem to notice. “Be safe, Son,” he says.
 
   And then he shoves him into the River.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Everything feels so different, like it’s the first time the boy attempted to swim all over again. The suit seems to shrink further, sucking against his skin. It’s strange, he can feel the water, and yet he can’t. The cold doesn’t bite as much, and seems to lessen with each passing second. 
 
   The plastic-wrapped pack is strung around him awkwardly, the rope choking him slightly. But it’s not sinking, not dragging him down. 
 
   Instead, it’s floating. How something that felt so heavy on land could float is beyond him. 
 
   And his feet, which are moving instinctively beneath him, feel powerful, keeping him afloat with almost no effort. The fake fins are helping him. 
 
   Treading water, he unwinds the rope from around his neck, and pushes the floating pack a safe distance away. It tugs at the knot around his waist but doesn’t hurt him. Feeling more settled he looks back at the shore, where his father watches him with lion’s eyes. 
 
   “To the middle and then back?” the boy says. “Or should I go further?” These are innocent questions. Not the hard kind. Allowed. Not dangerous. 
 
   His father winces and seems to grit his teeth. His jaws clamped tight, his voice comes out strained and distorted. “Further,” he says. “All the way to the other side. Go all the way to the lights.”
 
   A mixture of excitement and fear bubbles through him. The other side? He’s dreamed of swimming to the lights, of seeing them up close. But now that the time has finally come, he feels the tight squeeze of resistance. Fish wriggle in his stomach. “I’ll make it,” the boy says.
 
   “I know you will,” his father says. “You’re ready.”
 
   “And then I’ll come back to you,” the boy says.
 
   His father shakes his head. “You have to stay over there,” his father growls, sounding almost animal-like, his words barely discernible. 
 
   “Father, I—”
 
   His father cuts him off. “When you reach the city, get rid of your wet suit and fins; you’ll find a change of clothes in the waterproof bag. Food, too. Eat something and then walk the streets until you get picked up. It won’t take long—the Crows are very good at finding runaways. Do what they tell you. Go where they tell you. There are…homes. Places where you’ll be safe, just another orphan in the crowd. No one ever has to know where you come from.”
 
   The boy’s eyes are as wide as the moon. This can’t be happening. What is his father saying? “Father, I—”
 
   “Go!” his father yells. “Never come back! Don’t tell anyone where you came from or who you really are. NEVER!” His father is a lion, his shouts a roar. 
 
   The boy’s cheeks burn like he’s been slapped. He can’t mean that—he can’t. The house is his home. His father is his family. Janice is his friend and teacher. He can’t just leave and not come back. It’s not safe out there, right? That’s what he’s been told his whole life. The boy swallows the thick knot in his throat. He doesn’t move, his legs treading water automatically. 
 
   “But I—I don’t even know who I am,” the boy says, hating the tears that blur his vision, as if he’s already underwater. His father can never cry again, and neither can he. 
 
   “Who you are is in your eyes,” his father says. “Let them scan your eyes and they’ll tell you your name.”
 
   “I don’t underst—”
 
   “Go, NOW!” the man from the holo-screen screams. He picks up a rock.
 
   “Father?” the boy says.
 
   He throws the rock and the boy covers his head. It falls short of him, but bounces off the surface of the water and skips up, hitting him in the chest. Even with the second skin to protect him, he feels a sting of pain. 
 
   His mouth falls open as he stares at the man who raised him, who has always protected him. Now trying to hurt him, to chase him into the dark abyss of the river. 
 
   His father raises another stone, this one much bigger. “Go,” his father says, dropping his voice and yet infusing even more menace into his tone, like the low growl of a guard dog.
 
   The boy, rubbing his chest where the stone impacted him, doesn’t move, blinking faster than his heart is beating, trying to keep his vision clear. 
 
   His father cocks the stone back, readying himself to throw it. When he hesitates, the boy grabs onto a shred of hope that this is all a big mistake, that his father will realize the wrongness of what he’s doing, that he’ll call the boy back to shore. They’ll walk back to the house and have an early breakfast together, sneaking in an episode of Bot Heroes before Janice arrives.
 
   His father chucks the stone.
 
   The boy dives to the side, feeling the stone rush past him, splashing beyond. That’s when he realizes: this is no mistake and his father isn’t going to change his mind. 
 
   Eyes burning with horror and bugs, the boy turns and begins to swim. His legs kick in perfect tandem with each stroke of his arms. Water rushes around him, matching the blood rushing through his veins, through his head. 
 
   A breathless brew of panic and adrenaline propel him forward faster than he’s ever swum. He feels his body almost lifting out of the water with each powerful stroke. He doesn’t take his first breath for ten strokes, only then realizing the ache in his lungs, the pounding in his chest. 
 
   He gulps at the air, sucking in as much oxygen as he can in a swift second, before plunging under again. Stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke, stroke, gulp in the air, five more strokes, another gulp, on the opposite side. 
 
   Only when he’s counted a hundred strokes does he stop, his chest heaving, his lungs relishing the chance to take more than a single breath at a time. He looks back.
 
   He’s already much further from shore than he expected to be. The current has swept him a fair bit downstream, too, but he can still see his father in the moonlight, just a thin smudge on the riverbank, standing still as a statue, watching him. 
 
   The boy raises a hand to wave, hoping for any kind of sign that he can return now. Hoping his father is no longer the lion—that he’s done with the rocks. 
 
   His father turns and walks back up the path.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The boy treads water for a long time, letting the Mississippi carry him downstream. He considers going back. He could show up at the back fence, refusing to leave until his father answers the hundreds of questions he’s withheld for so long.
 
   But he already knows the door will be locked.
 
   He could go around to the front, pound on the door, force his father to talk to him, to explain what’s going on. 
 
   But somehow, inexplicably, the boy knows his father won’t be there. That he’s left their little house for good. 
 
   Still fighting off tears and fear, the boy does the only thing he’s ever felt good at: he swims. First upstream, fighting the current, until he’s past the moonlit path that leads to what used to be his home. Giving it one final fleeting glance, he turns away and swims for the lights, which seem even further away than usual—unreachable. The pack bobs behind him, tugging at his waist with each stroke.
 
   He reaches the approximate middle of the river, and has the urge to stop and turn back. But he doesn’t. He can’t. The uncertainty of what lies ahead seems less scary than the certainty of what’s behind him. He’s further from home than he’s ever been. The thought steals his breath for a stroke or two, but his lungs quickly adjust, like a well-built machine.
 
   The lights grow closer with each passing moment, until he can see them clinging to monstrous fingers that reach for the stars, spotted with eye-like windows that reflect the moonlight. He sees other lights, too, floating in the air like fireflies. 
 
   And then he hears it: the slosh of water against rock. A familiar sound, one no different than he’s heard a million times on the opposite shore. He’s reached land. It almost seems too easy, and yet it shouldn’t. This is what he’s been training for. Abruptly, the boy realizes that from the moment his father pushed him into the cold water so many years ago, this became his destiny. 
 
   Grabbing a slippery rock with two hands, his webbed feet find purchase on a flat stone that extends from the shore. He reaches higher, climbing the bank with clumsy steps, regretting not removing the swimming shoes before he left the water. The pack tied to his waist feels like a bag full of bricks again. His feet slip and he loses his balance, his heart leaping in his chest, a gasp of air rushing from his mouth—he’s going down and he knows it, already anticipating the pounding the hard stones will give his body. 
 
   Something grabs him under the arm, stops his fall, holds him up. His eyes lock on a boy with shadow-black hair, cut short, who’s wearing a devilish smile. “Need a hand?” the boy says. There’s something wrong with his eyes, like they’re too narrow to fit his eyeballs. He’s seen characters like that coming out of the holo-screen, but he never thought anyone real could look like that.
 
   He stares at him, forgetting that he’s still hanging precariously. 
 
   “What are you waiting for—an invitation?” the black-haired boy says, pulling him up. Shadows cast by the giant light-speckled buildings fall over them.
 
   He doesn’t know how to answer the boy’s question, so he says nothing. A real, live boy, he thinks. Never in a million years did he think he’d be face to face with one. 
 
   “Nice digs,” the boy says. 
 
   It’s like he’s speaking another language, but then he notices the boy’s looking him up and down, checking out his rubber suit and floppy feet. 
 
   “My fath—” He catches himself. He was about to say his father gave them to him, but his father’s words echo in his ears, stopping him. Don’t tell anyone where you came from. Who you really are.
 
   Saying the first thing that pops into his head, he blurts out, “I stole them.”
 
   “Really?” the boy says, strutting a circle around him, as if inspecting him. “Impressive. I didn’t peg you for a Picker. If I’m being honest, I was thinking you were more of a Grunk.” More strange words from this strange-looking boy. If he asks the boy what he means, he’ll know he’s nothing more than a fraud. “I couldn’t sleep so I came down to the river to watch the stars and make up stories about a life I’ll never live. I do that a lot. Watch the stars. Make up stories. Dream with my eyes open. Do you ever do that, kid?”
 
   It’s the first thing he’s said that the boy understands. “Yes,” he says. 
 
   The narrow-eyed boy has a few centimeters of height on him, and is likely at least a year older, if not two. The boy’s skin is pale, like his, but without the freckles. 
 
   “Name’s Checker,” the boy says, extending a hand, palm down. “But most of my friends call me Check.”
 
   He stares at Check’s hand, wondering if he’s supposed to do something with it. Clearly now would be the time to tell his own name…if he had one. He reaches out a tentative hand.
 
   “I won’t bite,” Check says, withdrawing his hand before the boy can touch it. “Well, unless you steal a Grunk I got my eye on.” He laughs to himself, and the boy wishes Janice had covered Grunks in her lessons.
 
   “I—I’m feeling a bit cold,” the boy says, which is half-true. The suit continues to keep him relatively warm—warmer than he’s used to being when he’s just come out of the water, anyway—but the wind has an edge to it, sending icicles through his exposed skin. 
 
   “I should say so,” Check says. “I’ve got a place you can flop for the night. You got a name, kid?” It’s weird hearing Check call him ‘kid’ when he’s a kid, too. Everything about this boy is weird. He remembers the question, straightening up, fumbling for the right words in his mouth, how to explain that no, he doesn’t have a name. Unless you count ‘Son’ or ‘Child’. 
 
   “Okay,” Check says. “I get it. Names are dangerous things these days, and it’s best not to give them away to just anybody. But it’s not like I’m some head-crackin’ Crow, am I? I’m not your enemy, kid, okay?”
 
   The boy nods, but he doesn’t really get anything. Why would the boy be a bird? And what kind of bird cracks heads? But wait…his father said something about a Crow. That a Crow would pick him up if he walked the city streets. That a Crow would take him somewhere safe. Could he have lied? Emotion bubbles up inside him and he slams his eyes shut, trying to stem the sudden rush of memories that race through his mind: three years old and riding on his father’s back, like Zoran on his trusty steed, Fangor; four years old and feeling Janice’s fingers tickling him from head to toe; five and reading his first ever book without pictures to his father before bed; turning six and eating the devil’s cake with his fingers; seven and drawing a picture of Janice while she drew a picture of him; eight and hearing his father tell him what an excellent swimmer he is. 
 
   “Aw, don’t cry, kid,” Check says. “I only need your name to check”—he grins toothily at his own joke—“that you’re okay. Would that be alright?”
 
   The boy nods because he doesn’t know what else to do. He wipes angrily at the tears he feels on his face. They shouldn’t be there. And he shouldn’t be here. All he wants is to go back to his house, even if it means he can never leave the yard again, only able to watch the other kids through the hole in the fence.
 
   Check pulls something from his back pocket. It’s small, no bigger than the size of his thumb, rectangular and black. When he turns it over, the other side is clear with red dots on it. “I’ll just scan you and make sure you’re not working with the Crows, and we’ll be done with it. We can’t be too careful these days; Pop Con is recruiting younger and younger.”
 
   The boy shrinks away from the device, but it’s too late. There’s a flash of light and then all he can see are bright red spots dancing and bouncing and flashing. “Can’t see,” he says, beginning to panic.
 
   “Blink, kid. Haven’t you ever been scanned? Where did you say you were from again?” The boy blinks a dozen times, feeling a swell of relief as the red dots fade and Check’s face comes back into view. The pale-skinned boy is looking at the device, mumbling. “Not much here. Orphaned practically from birth, mum dead in childbirth, pops dead from some freak accident, sent to some crap facility—Sunrise Care—when you were six, then they lost you a few months back. You’ve been missing ever since. Sounds like you’ll fit right in with the gang.”
 
   The boy’s mouth hangs open. None of that makes any sense, and how would this device be able to get all that from his eyes? 
 
   Then the boy remembers one of the last things his father told him: Who you are is in your eyes. The icky, curved things his father stuck in his eyes! The ones that changed their color. In a flash, the boy understands:
 
   His father has given him a new identity, just like he said. Made him an orphan. Erased his past. He doesn’t know how or why, but for some reason it must be important to keep him safe. You have to trust me. And…despite the way his father threw the rocks, the way he glared at him, the way he turned and walked away as if the boy never existed at all…he knows he does trust him. 
 
   “Come with me, Benson Mack,” Check says, waving him forward before moving further into the shadows.
 
   It takes a moment for the boy to realize Check’s talking to him. Because for the first time in his life, he has a name.
 
   


  
 



PART 2: THE SLIP
 
   Eight years later
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   She likes the way the pretty colors shoot from the angel’s wings.
 
   White light bursts through Janice’s window and hits the angel, which twists and turns and dangles from a string—it’s an invisible string, but she knows it’s there because she once stood on a chair and felt it—attached to the ceiling, with reds and yellows and blues and greens that sparkle. 
 
   So pretty. So mesmerizing. Sometimes she stares at it for hours. It helps her forget about the things she wishes she didn’t know. The things that make her want to claw at her arms, to pull out her hair, to scream and scream and scream. 
 
   All the things she’s not allowed to do anymore. They keep her nails short—her hair, too. She feels like a boy. Screams are allowed, but they always make someone run in, strap her to the hard bed, and stick a needle in her arm. She hates the needles, even if they make her feel better for a while. 
 
   The stained-glass angel was a gift from her son, Harrison. He gave it to Janice years ago, back when she was first committed—has it been seven years or eight?—back when he used to visit. But he hasn’t visited in a long time, something she’s glad for. A son shouldn’t have to see his mother like this. So broken, so incomplete, like a box of scattered puzzle pieces missing half the shapes. So—she hates the word but knows it’s the right one—crazy. 
 
   The funny thing about that word is it describes most of the people on the outside, too. The thought makes her laugh, which she knows only makes her appear even crazier. But no one’s watching her. Well, not in person. The dark purple Eye is always there, silently observing, and she knows there are real people on the other side, wearing their white coats and scribbling notes on clipboards. Making sure she doesn’t scratch, doesn’t tear, doesn’t scream. Staring vacantly at the twirling angel is okay, even if she makes funny noises, like ooh and ahh and heeheehee, which she does only to amuse herself. Janice knows all the tricks.
 
   The padded door opens without a knock. They never knock. Knocking suggests she has a choice in who enters her room, which couldn’t be further from the truth.
 
   The man who enters looks familiar, but at the same time, he’s not. She’s known him for twenty-five years, and yet doesn’t know him at all. He visits all the time.
 
   She wishes he wouldn’t.
 
   His dark blue eyes are jagged with red veins around the edges and he looks five years older than the last time he visited, which was only a week ago. Work must be stressing him out. “Hi, angel,” he says. She hates when he calls her that. She’s not an angel; the spinning, color-spouting glass figurine hanging from the ceiling is an angel. Her son was an angel.
 
   “Go away,” she says. 
 
   “Harrison says hello,” her husband says. 
 
   “No he doesn’t,” she says, returning her gaze to the angel, which is still spinning, as if they’re not even there. 
 
   He doesn’t reply to that, because he knows it’s true. As he steps closer, she resists the urge to scream, to run to the window and shake the metal bars, to bang her head against the padded walls. 
 
   When he crouches down next to her, she resists the urge to fall into his arms, to let him hold her like he used to, before her whole world fell apart. 
 
   “Why don’t we sit on the bed?” he asks, his voice barely louder than a whisper.
 
   “I like the floor,” she says, her bottom lip trembling. No, not just her lip, her entire body. She’s shaking from head to toe. And then his arms are around her and he’s saying, It’s okay, shhh, it’s okay—but it’s not okay, is it? Nothing will ever be okay, regardless of whether she’s in this padded cell or on the outside and free. 
 
   Because her baby is gone forever. They took him and they killed him and it’s all this man’s fault. This man who claims to love her. The memory hits her like a burst from a pulse gun:
 
   She opened the door, like always, already smiling. Felt her body go numb and the smile fade from her face. The room was torn apart, the couch tipped over, the holo-screen shattered, glass shards littering the floor. “Michael!” she shouted, panic rising like bile in her throat. She found him on the floor, his face covered in a mixture of sweat and tears. He was staring at a picture of him—of their baby. The boy with no name. She could only get three words out of him, three words that changed her life forever. “They took him,” he said. 
 
   She leaps up like a cat, her husband’s teeth clacking together when her shoulder bashes into his chin. He falls backwards, grimacing. Sitting atop him like a roosting pigeon, she says, “Why is he dead and us alive? Why didn’t they hunt us and find us and kill us like they did my baby?”
 
   She hates how calm Michael remains, even when she’s practically spitting the words in his face. “Janice, I’m sorry for everything that’s happened, but we’ve been over this before. I was out for a night swim. I was notified of the Slip on my portable holo-screen. I snuck around the neighborhood and pretended to arrive at the crime scene, just like they expected me to. A few Hunters hung around for a couple of hours and then I ordered them away, said I’d watch the place in case the Slip’s guardians returned. Then you showed up.”
 
   “But they never found me. They never realized your tricks.” The words somehow slip past Janice’s gritted teeth, more growls than human speech.
 
   “I pushed the investigation in the wrong direction to protect us. I controlled everything back then.”
 
   “Not everything,” she says, pushing off of his chest. 
 
   She stumbles into a corner, anger and sadness and self-loathing rolling off of her in waves.
 
   She opens her mouth—
 
   —and she screams.
 
   Michael scrambles to his feet, holding his hands in the air. “Okay, okay, I’m going now,” he says, reaching for the door. 
 
   She keeps screaming, feeling her face turn red with warmth and exertion.
 
   “Goodbye, Janice,” he says, slipping out and slamming the door. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Ready to start a family? Apply for an instant Death Match today!
 
   Simply speak “Yeah Baby” into your holo-screen to get started.
 
   Do pregnancy the right way, the legal way.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by the Department of Population Control. Fees may apply.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   When he sees the man, Benson knows he’s the perfect Grunk. 
 
   The way the man keeps craning his neck to look at the Tube signs makes it clear he’s a visitor. He’s not a Crow—his suit is brown and his tie blue—but he’s likely in the city on business. The silver portable holo-screen he’s carrying in his left hand has the sleek lines and rounded edges of the newer models, which means he has money.
 
   The perfect target.
 
   Grunk. Even after Picking as many Grunks as he has over the last eight years, the label still makes him laugh. Check says they used to be called Elephants, a comparison to the expected enormity of their bank accounts, but that was too long, so the term was cut to two syllables—Gray Trunks—and later the two words were smashed together into the punchy one-syllable nickname. Gonzo says someone sneezed and it sounded like “Grunk!” and the name stuck. Benson doesn’t know which of his friends is right, but he likes the word. 
 
   As crowded as the Tube is today—thousands of people crossing the streets, going from building to building via the horizontal glass cylinders hundreds of feet above the ground, heading to meetings or to lunch or to run errands—the Pick should be easy enough to pull off. 
 
   Benson’s wearing a simple school uniform: pleated gray slacks and a white collared shirt, buttoned up most of the way to the top, just another kid meeting friends in the city. 
 
   Before giving the signal, he sweeps his eyes across the crowd, as if he’s looking for a friend. In reality, he’s checking for Crows, the law enforcement agents responsible for maintaining order and generally keeping the streets clean of riffraff like him and his friends. His eyes don’t miss a single detail, trained to be excruciatingly observant. To miss a detail means getting caught. The world seems to slow down:
 
   A man scratches his nose as he hurries past; a woman jabbers excitedly into her portable holo-screen; a bead of sweat trickles from another guy’s brow.
 
   Nothing exciting. Nothing important. Nothing dangerous. Just normal people doing normal things. Unless there’s a Crow with a particularly effective disguise, they’re okay. 
 
   He waits patiently for the Grunk to approach the blind spot, where the city’s dark purple Eyes don’t reach. Give the signal too early or too late, and they’ll be spotted. Within minutes, or even seconds, every last Hawk drone will be scanning eyes and faces for them. 
 
   Wait for it…wait for it…
 
   Now!
 
   He runs his hand through his messy blond hair and then darts into the crowd, slipping between pedestrians like water between protruding rocks. He doesn’t have to look to see that Check is on the move, too—they’re like two moving parts in the same machine. 
 
   As planned, Check reaches the Grunk a split-second before Benson. 
 
   And, also as planned, he trips. 
 
   A perfect fall, he lands face-first in front of the target, who’s unable to stop, his feet tangling with Checker’s. Benson’s hand is in and out of the Grunk’s pocket before the man hits the ground. Using his other hand, Benson even has time to reach out and grab the portable holo-screen, catching it just before it would’ve likely shattered on the ground. 
 
   “Damn you kids,” the man mutters, pushing off of Check to regain his feet. “Watch where you’re going.”
 
   “Sorry, sir,” Check says, allowing Benson to haul him to his feet.
 
   “At least I managed to save this,” Benson says, wearing a wide smile. He hands him the holo-screen, feeling the slightest tug of regret at having to give back something worth tens of thousands of dollars. But he knows returning the screen is the key to the whole operation. Who would suspect someone of being a Picker if they save your stuff?
 
   The man grabs the screen without offering any thanks. 
 
   “Can we help you find something?” Check asks.
 
   “I’m already late,” the man—who doesn’t have the slightest clue that he’s just become a Grunk, a pickpocket’s target—says, “and this city’s like a maze.” Yep, he’s not from around here, Benson thinks, satisfied to hear confirmation of his earlier assessment.
 
   People angle around the trio without looking at them. No one has time to stop and see if the man’s all right. 
 
   “First time, huh?” Benson says. “We know Saint Louis inside and out. We’ll get you there in no time.”
 
   The traveler frowns skeptically, but then says, “I work for U-Bank. I’m trying to find their headquarters.”
 
   Neither boy can hide the large smiles that blanket their faces. U-Bank is the most profitable bank in the country, started only after each and every other U.S. bank failed, learning from their mistakes. Could this be the biggest haul of their careers?
 
   Benson comes to his senses before Check, who seems to have dollar signs in his eyes. “Easy. Follow the blue Tube three hundred meters”—he motions straight ahead—“and take the first right into the yellow Tube. The U-Building is at the very end. Can’t miss it.”
 
   To Benson’s surprise, the man offers a half-smile. “Thanks,” he says. “And sorry I was so grumpy. I hate being late. You two seem like good kids.”
 
   As a sharp pang of guilt hits Benson in the chest, Check snaps out of his money-fog and helps the man smooth out the wrinkles on his shirt caused by the fall. “No problem, sir,” he says. “Good luck with your meeting.”
 
   The man nods and eases back into the foot-traffic, disappearing. “Hope you had a nice trip!” Check hollers after him, laughing. 
 
   Benson shakes his head. “C’mon,” he says. “We’ve got to get out of here before he realizes his LifeCard is missing.”
 
   Check rubs his hands together greedily as they push through the crowd. “How much do you think he’s worth?” he whispers in Benson’s ear. 
 
   Benson looks around sharply, making sure no one overheard, and hisses back, “Shh, not here.” Sometimes it feels like he’s the older of the two Pickers, despite being two years younger than his partner in crime, who’s nearly eighteen. But he can’t help adding, “A lot.”
 
   Checker’s smile lights up his whole face.
 
   No one’s waiting for the lifter to the Tunnels, which isn’t that surprising. Those with money and jobs prefer to travel aboveground, using the Tube, where they can be seen. Where they can feel important.
 
   But being seen is the exact opposite of what the two boys want now. Check says “Tuh” inside the lifter, and they begin their descent. For the longest time it’s been a game where they see how little of a word they can speak and still have the city’s many voice-activated machines obey them appropriately. In this case, the lifter seems to understand “Tuh” for “Tunnels.” However, in other instances, the results have been comically disastrous, like when Benson used the exact same command in a clothing store. Except in that case “Tuh” was for “The underwear.” And indeed the robot clerk brought them underwear to try on—several lacey red bras. 
 
   Already smiling, Check says, “Remember when—”
 
   “Yeah,” Benson says. “The lingerie incident.”
 
   Check snorts. “We’ve had some good times, haven’t we?”
 
   “Yup.” He’s not feeling that talkative. Something about the way the man apologized, how he seemed so stressed out, makes Benson wish they’d picked another target. Am I getting soft? he wonders to himself. 
 
   An advertising screen on the back of the lifter door lights up. “Not ready for kids yet?” a young blond woman says, throwing a baby bottle off screen. An equally young guy looks right at Benson and says, “Now available, reserve a Death Match up to ten years in advance! Simply speak ‘early Death Match’ into your holo-screen, and prepare for your future.” The ad ends with the couple kissing and the lights going out.
 
   Benson grits his teeth. 
 
   “This whole city is a bunch of Grunks,” Check says. “Things will never change, eh, bud?”
 
   He can’t argue with that.
 
   “C’mon, c’mon,” Check mutters. “These things seem to get slower every day.” As if it heard him—and maybe it did—the lifter eases to a stop and the doors open to a dimly lit concrete tunnel. Well, two tunnels really, mashed right up next to each other. They almost look like a giant version of some of the new double-barreled stun guns used by the Crows. The Tunnels.
 
   On the far side, a rocket train pulls into the station, so full that the people getting on have to fight their way inside. No one gets off. This is the main business district, and anyone forced to ride the rocket train is unlikely to work here. 
 
   “Let’s walk,” Benson says, loathing the thought of having his face stuffed into someone’s armpit. Normally a crowded train would excite him—like a buffet for Pickers—but one of the first rules of Picking is not to eat where you crap. These are his people, and he won’t take advantage of them.
 
   The train pulls out, hundreds of people staring out with dead eyes. The exterior of each car is littered with graffiti, most of it obscene and pointless, but with the occasional political statement that makes Benson remember that he’s not alone in his hatred for the system.
 
   Let Slips Live! one shouts in electric-yellow glow-in-the-dark paint.
 
   Pop Con = Communism, another artist declares, with Pop Con sprayed in black and Communism written in bright red. 
 
   “Here, here,” Benson whispers.
 
   “We should start the hack,” Check says, a gleam in his eyes. “That douchebag could check his pocket any second. It won’t take him long to report that he’s been Picked.”
 
   Benson doesn’t necessarily agree with the ‘douchebag’ part, but now’s not the time to split hairs. Thinking ahead, he’d stuffed the Grunk’s LifeCard in the same pocket as his highly illegal, highly expensive hacking device. 
 
   They pass an Eye, which tracks their progress for a few seconds before snapping back to the next pedestrian. One of the yellow overhead lights flickers twice and then winks out. “Give way, repair required,” a maintenance bot drones as it whizzes past them. It’s an older model, dinged up and rusty around the seams. It’s surprising the city provides any service to the Tunnels. The machine breaks apart at the midsection, its upper body telescoping to the tunnel ceiling, where it removes the burnt out light, replacing it with a fresh one. 
 
   “Repair complete,” the bot says, in the robot version of talking to oneself. It scurries away to find something else to do. 
 
   Benson lowers his chin, his eyes cast down, and Check does the same, lifting a hand to fiddle with his dark ponytail. It’s probably an unnecessary precaution, but they’re professionals, and they avoid risks at all costs, including having their faces spotted by an Eye the moment they’re stealing funds from a LifeCard. 
 
   Shoving his hand in his pocket, Benson operates the device by touch alone, sliding the card into a thin slot and initiating the hack. Less than ten seconds later, he feels it vibrate, signaling job completion.
 
   “Sphincter,” Benson says.
 
   “You’re kidding me,” Check says. “Finished already?” One of his hands curls into a fist and Benson can tell his hot-tempered friend wants to pound it into something, anything, but with dozens of Eyes patrolling the Tunnels, he wisely loosens his fingers. With a deft tug, his hair falls free, swishing against his shoulders. “I thought this was the big one.”
 
   “There will be another,” Benson says.
 
   “That’s what you always say. I was hoping to have a little cash to buy a gift for Luce.”
 
   Benson says nothing, fingering the stolen LifeCard in his pocket. 
 
   They’re silent for the remainder of the walk through the Tunnels, each mulling over their recent dry spell and what it might mean for their careers as Pickers. More importantly, what it might mean for their survival.
 
   Benson also thinks about how lucky he was to meet Check all those years ago on the banks of the Mississippi. Things could’ve turned out so different. Check taught him how things worked in the city, a place so foreign to Benson it was like an alien planet. He showed him the ropes and gave him a crash course on being a Picker. Check had been Picking solo for a while and just happened to be in the market for a partner. They lived together, Picked together, were inseparable. 
 
   Benson shakes his head at how well it turned out for him, considering the alternative path he might’ve taken on his own. Could his father have known any of it? Does his father know what he is now?
 
   He only stops thinking about his unanswerable questions when they finally arrive home, a burnt out warehouse in a seedy part of town where the silence seems louder than thunder. “Let’s see it,” Check says, stepping inside, beyond the reach of both Eyes and Hawks. 
 
   In the shadows, Benson removes the device and holds it face up between them. The screen displays the harsh truth: $64.41. 
 
   Check hammers the wall with the heel of his fist. “Freaking…” he growls. “He must’ve called it in before we could hack it. U-Bank was probably withdrawing the funds and we just got the scraps.”
 
   “We can get two days’ worth of food tablets,” Benson says brightly, feigning excitement, pumping his fist. 
 
   “Yeah, for one person,” Check says. “What are we going to do—cut them in half? My stomach’s already growling.”
 
   “Your stomach growls even after a full meal,” Benson jokes. “Details,” he adds, speaking into the device. The hacker cycles through a few different screens, settling on one with several numbers. 
 
   Check hits the wall one more time, and then peers into the screen. “I’ll be pinched,” he says. “That dude didn’t have a hundred bucks to his name.”
 
   Benson sees his friend is right. It wasn’t that he reported the theft—it was that the guy was broke. Miniscule transactions formed the bulk of the recent activity on the account. Ten bucks for a coffee. Seventeen for a rocket train to the city. The log shows no funds coming in, the account dwindling down to almost nothing. “A rocket train?” Benson says incredulously. 
 
   “One of us,” Check says. “We Picked one of our own.”
 
   Massaging his forehead, Benson wonders how he could’ve been so blind. As they climb the first of three sets of metal stairs, he tries to work through what went wrong. The guy had seemed like the perfect Grunk to both of them. He had on nice clothes, was carrying an expensive holo-screen, seemed unfamiliar with the city. None of it makes any sense.
 
   They reach the fourth floor landing and Check kicks open the door, letting it smash against the inside wall. None of the four teenagers inside so much as look at them—they’re focused intensely on a small old-model holo-screen, which is projecting the news. 
 
   Wait, Benson thinks, stopping in the doorway. He pulls out the hacker and cycles back to the transaction details once more. Coffee. Rocket train ticket. Socks. Shoes. The shoes are the last transaction shown on the first page. $1,579!
 
   “Holy stinkballs,” Check says in the background, but Benson is too focused on the screen to look up. 
 
   To buy shoes that expensive, the guy must’ve had some kind of money at one point. “More,” he says to the device. The second screen appears, listing more transactions, all of them in the thousands. Shirt. Tie. Suit. The suit was $6,599! Then the portable holo-screen at $18,999. The last transaction listed isn’t a payment, but a deposit. 
 
   A deposit for $30,000 from ‘Unlisted,’ bringing the total account from $56 to $30,056. Within a few hours, the man had managed to spend all of it but the measly 64 bucks and change stolen by him and Check. 
 
   What the hell? he thinks.
 
   “That’s him!” Check says, finally drawing Benson’s attention away from the hacking device. He looks from his friend to the 3D projection, where a man’s image is overlaid on a grisly background. A blackened building is smoking, red flames licking at its sides as fire bots shoot dozens of streams of water from their hand nozzles. Charred lumps are scattered amongst the rubble of the U-Building.
 
   Benson’s jaw drops open.
 
   The hairs on the back of his neck stand up.
 
   The image is of the man they robbed. The floating headline beneath his face seems to burn itself into Benson’s eyes:
 
   AUTHORITIES REPORT THAT KEITH MADSEN HAS BEEN IDENTIFIED AS THE SUICIDE BOMBER
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Past article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Slaughter of Unauthorized Babies Complete
 
   The Department of Population Control has finally flexed its muscles, showing critics of the recently approved Population Control Decree that the government means business. Hundreds of ‘unauthorized beings’ were located and ‘terminated’ in what many are already referring to as Red Wednesday. Many believed the population watchdog would balk when it came time to enforce the new law that has been called ‘disgusting and inhumane’ by the Human Rights Association. Four hundred and sixty four dead babies in the first day have changed everything. 
 
    
 
   When interviewed about the slaughter, the Head of Pop Con, Douglas Ross said, ‘We don’t make the laws, we just enforce them.’ He had no other comments.
 
    
 
   The tiny bodies were burned without funerals. The offending parents have been taken into custody, and will likely be sentenced to life in prison without parole. In the humble opinion of our newspaper, this marks the darkest day in the history of the Reorganized United States of America. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
    
 
   HollyPop24: I’m speechless.
 
    
 
   JamalPorter1: We’ve become nothing more than animals.
 
    
 
   Marky41: Makes perfect sense to me. They weren’t ALLOWED to be born. Pop Con was only taking back what was rightfully theirs. 
 
    
 
   Dr.Price9: I agree with Marky41. The projections don’t lie. If we don’t take drastic action to stem the population, none of us will survive. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Domino Destovan can’t believe how lucky he’s been in his life. 
 
   Turning sixteen just two days before they lowered the minimum age for military participation from eighteen to sixteen; surviving a direct hit from a drone rocket on the bunker he was stationed in when piloting drones in World War V; losing only an arm, a leg, and part of his skull in the attack; returning home a hero, receiving six medals for bravery and valor and dedication to his country; getting a free procedure to repair his broken body, which is now stronger than ever, made up of sixty percent human flesh and bones, and forty percent machine parts.
 
   All that in a year!
 
   None of it would’ve been possible if he hadn’t been a strong kid. He thought his anonymous tip to Pop Con about his Slip sister would be an easy solution to get his parents’ attention. His mother would be taken into custody and she’d tell them everything. They’d find and get rid of his younger sister, who NEVER SHOULD’VE BEEN BORN ANYWAY. Then his mother would come home, and his father could stop hiding out with his sister. They could be a real family, and he’d be their favorite kid again, no longer ignored. 
 
   But that’s not the way it happened. Instead, his misguided mother tried to be a hero and died during the interrogations. Luckily, he was smart and strong and was able to convince the authorities to send him to the military academy rather than some state orphanage. From there, his anger at his parents boiled into hate.
 
   That’s when his father found him, on a cold and rainy night when he was out looking for trouble on the city streets. His father had apologized for everything and told Domino he missed him. 
 
   Too little, too late. 
 
   Although lava was running through Domino’s veins, he pretended he missed his father, too. He lied and told his father he was scared, that he wanted to be with him again. He wanted to be a family again. His father had told him it was too risky, and that Domino was better off in the military academy. Domino begged to at least know where they were staying, so he could visit from time to time. His father—the stupid, stupid man—told him. 
 
   Later that night, he placed another anonymous tip to Pop Con with the location of the Slip they’d been hunting for over two years. He read the news the next day, shocked that there was still no new news on the Slip hunt. A month went by, then another. He didn’t know what to think, what to do. Had his father and sister moved? Did he realize his own son had tricked him? 
 
   Another week passed and then it finally happened:
 
   His unauthorized sister and father were found and killed, right where he told Pop Con they’d be. All because of him.
 
   Good riddance. 
 
   They gave the Head of Pop Con, Michael Kelly, a medal, when it was Domino’s tip that made the difference.
 
   He knows everything that’s happened to him is part of his destiny, and he won’t run from or regret any of it. He’ll only ever embrace it, especially now that’s he’s free of his freak parents and illegal sister. He didn’t need them then, and he doesn’t need them now. 
 
   And to top it all off, he’s just been recently appointed as the youngest employee of Pop Con. He’s a Hunter, one of the highest-trained officers responsible for locating and terminating UnBees, or Unauthorized Beings. Or, in the rare event that an UnBee slips through the cracks and becomes a full-fledged Slip, he’ll be the one hunting the threat down. Although there hasn’t been a Slip in nine years—since his sister and her father were terminated on a roof; oh how Dom wishes he could’ve been there for that!—he hopes it will happen again. Nothing would give him more satisfaction than to look in the eyes of the scum trying to eat his food and breathe his air, and then pull the trigger. 
 
   People like that will kill us all, Dom thinks.
 
   In fact, they nearly had their first Slip in a decade just the other day, on only his eighteenth day on the job. The UnBee was twenty-three months old, just shy of the two years required to be considered a national security threat and labelled a Slip. A few days’ may not seem like a huge deal, but Dom knows it’s the difference between being a hero and a run-of-the-mill employee. Even still, he relished the opportunity to put holes in the parents’ and the UnBee’s heads. 
 
   Already his fellow Hunters are calling him the Destroyer, a play on his last name of Destovan. 
 
   “You know, Destroyer, after your first termination you get a full week off,” Hodge says, slapping him on the back. Having just surpassed five years of service as a Hunter, the barrel-chested man is considered a seasoned veteran. 
 
   They’re sitting across from each other in the rear of an auto carrier, or an aut-car. The vehicle makes a turn smoothly, relying on sensors and cameras to avoid colliding with a large supply truck that rumbles past. 
 
   “Pass,” Dom says. He doesn’t want to miss a second of this job. 
 
   “This guy’s craaaazy,” another guy says. He’s younger, with a mostly shaved head accentuated by a stripe of short hair down the middle. His goatee is connected to his sideburns by sharp thin lines. He sports the unfortunate name of Dana, which Dom will never think of as anything but a girl’s name. Why no one’s given him a permanent nickname is beyond him. Anyway, Dana is more into chasing half-cyborg chicks in 3D bars than being a Hunter. 
 
   Dom ignores him, which only seems to delight Hodge even more. “If Destroyer wasn’t such a wicked nickname, I’d call you Ice Man.”
 
   Dom pretends to laugh, thanking his luck that Destroyer already seems to be sticking. He’d kill himself before letting anyone call him Ice Man. 
 
   “Or how about Frosty?” Dana says, chuckling.
 
   For one delicious moment, Dom wishes Dana was a Slip. Less than a second and the retractable knife hidden inside his robot arm would be out; another half second and he’d slide it between the imbecile’s ribs. 
 
   “Not Frosty,” is all he says instead. Murdering another Hunter would be a mistake. Well, only with witnesses, that is.
 
   Hodge lifts a hand to his ear to listen to a com, likely from headquarters.
 
   Dom leans in, a zing of excitement shooting through him. Will this be his moment to shine? His palms are sweaty.
 
   Hodge nods once, twice. “Understood,” he says. He looks right at Dom. “Shift’s not over yet, boys! We’ve got co-ords on an UnBee Shack west of the city.” 
 
   As Hodge speaks the new coordinates to the aut-car, Dom blows out a breath. It’s not the Slip he was hoping for, but at least it’s another chance to prove his worth.
 
   Touching the barrel of his gun with his human hand, he smiles.
 
   It’s still warm.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Worried about security?
 
   Get the new and improved LifeCardTM, available only from U-Bank.
 
   With new security measures like Instant Recovery and Hacker Protection,
 
   your new LifeCardTM will protect you and your family…
 
   For. Life.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by U-Bank, where it’s YOU that matters. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Harrison Kelly finds school anything but boring. It’s always been his escape from the real world. When his father was barely ever around and his mother was slowly going crazy, there was some solace in knowing that from seven in the morning until five in the evening he was somewhere away from it all.
 
   And as a teenager, school’s a great place to pretend he’s not lonely. Honestly, how could the captain of the state champion hoverball team, the STL Prep Flyers, ever be lonely?
 
   This is something he reminds himself of as he walks—no, struts—down the hall, an entourage of his team members and hot cheerleaders surrounding him. On the faces of the science geeks he sees disgust, which he knows is really just an outward display of jealousy toward his life—the life they can never have. And on the faces of every single girl he passes, he sees only one thing: desire. 
 
   “Hey, Harrison,” a dark-skinned girl from the girl’s hoverball team says, smiling seductively. 
 
   Harrison smiles back, stopping his entire group so he can rest an arm against the side of the charging station that she’s using for her portable holo-screen. After all, he’s got to make time for the girl he’s been making out with for two weeks. Even as he smiles back, he has to admit he gets a certain thrill from Nadine, one he hasn’t gotten from any of the other girls. She’s tough, smart and hot, a real triple threat. And he likes the way her full lips are calling to him. 
 
   Without really thinking, he leans in and kisses her softly on the lips, drawing the public display of affection out amidst a chorus of catcalls and whistles. When he withdraws he can see the surprise and breathlessness on Nadine’s face. The guys around him are grinning and wishing they could be him. The girls are pretending to smile and wishing they were the ones on the receiving end of his lips. This he knows. 
 
   The knowledge draws his lips into a smirk. “See you later, yeah?” he says.
 
   Nadine nods, her eyes eating him alive. 
 
   When he turns and strides away, he realizes something: He’s his own man now. Any shadow from his father, Michael Kelly, the Head of Population Control for the city of Saint Louis, and one of the most famous men alive, is gone, faded away into oblivion—if there was ever a shadow at all. 
 
   He knows he’s fated for an even greater destiny.
 
   Reaching his next class, he enters the room, stopping at a red-eyed window to let the retina scanner read his eyes, which reflect back a brilliant blue. Although the girls seem to go wild for his baby blues, he prefers girls with darker eyes, like Nadine, hers a deep rich brown, flecked with bits of emerald. 
 
   “Harrison Kelly,” the speaker drones. “Zero absences.”
 
   He turns and threads his way up an aisle and into one of the many learning stations with plush, ergonomic frames, dual drink holders—he sets his coffee in one and a metal water canteen in the other—a soft place to rest your feet, and a wide, surround-view holo-screen. The screen is black, save for a cluster of three-dimensional letters floating around, bouncing off the corners and edges of the invisible projector limits. At first glance, the letters are random, but Harrison knows if you watch carefully, the letters occasionally spell out Saint Louis Prep, the name of the private school he’s attended since he turned four. 
 
   A voice to his right says, “Nice kiss.”
 
   He starts laughing well before he turns his head. Chuck Boggs Jr., one of his only real friends, grins at him. His father, like Harrison’s, is loaded. In fact, their fathers work closely together—Charles Boggs runs the Crow program, the city’s general law enforcement efforts. He can’t count the number of times he and Chuck have laughed together when they’ve been watching the holo-screen and seen their fathers together, mugging for the cameras at some press conference. Defending the city—no, defending humanity! 
 
   Rah, rah, Harrison thinks wryly. 
 
   “Thanks,” Harrison says, remembering the way Nadine’s soft lips felt against his. Yeah, she might last quite a bit longer than the other girls. 
 
   “I taught you everything you know,” Chuck says. 
 
   “I bet you practice every night on your dog,” Harrison fires back, miming a slobbery tongue kiss.
 
   “Kissing Molly will change your life,” Chuck says, winking. Molly is a huge black lab that loves anything with two or four legs. In a flash, Chuck slings his arm back and whips a small, red hoverball at Harrison’s head.
 
   Harrison catches it a centimeter in front of his left eye. “I think Coach would frown on you blinding the team captain before the last game of the season,” he says, tossing the ball back underhand. 
 
   “I knew you’d catch it,” Chuck says, palming the ball and shoving it in his pocket. 
 
   A series of three tones ring out from the speakers on the ceiling. Everything goes quiet immediately as class begins. Talking during class, unless prompted by the teacher bot, is one of the quickest ways to earn a demerit. Three demerits and you get a week of detention. Six and you’re suspended for a week. Ten and you’re out. Like, permanently.
 
   Harrison has never received a demerit.
 
   He and Chuck laugh silently as a dome extends out from above each of their learning stations, forming a canopy. They can’t see out and no one can see in. 
 
   Just as the screen comes to life, Harrison thinks, I knew I’d catch it, too.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Although this class is a review for their final exams, and everything being covered is information they’ve already learned before, Harrison finds himself riveted to his seat. Because this is the stuff his father refuses to talk about.
 
   U.S. History 501. 
 
   “What was the Rise?” the holo-screen asks. The screen shows the dark blue ocean, so close Harrison almost wonders whether he’ll get wet. A queasy, hoverball-sized pit forms in his stomach. The water swells and retracts, as if breathing.
 
   An easy question to start, one any ten-year-old could answer. “The sudden increase in sea level caused by the melting of the polar ice caps,” Harrison says, eager to move on. He’s never liked swimming. He got through mandatory swim lessons by sheer will and refusal to look cowardly in front of his friends, but he didn’t enjoy it. 
 
   “And?”
 
   Harrison takes a deep breath, trying not to think about drowning. “And the government built sea walls to protect the coastal cities. And then there was a series of massive quakes and tsunamis that flooded most major coastlines. They also wiped out huge portions of the population.”
 
   “Approximately how large was the U.S. before the Rise?”
 
   “Population or land area?” Harrison says, realizing the trick question.
 
   “Both,” the screen says.
 
   “Ten million square kilometers and six hundred million people,” Harrison says.
 
   “Correct.” The projection flashes to a map of the U.S. before the Rise and Fall. To Harrison, it looks impossibly large, the idea of fifty states ridiculous. Forty-two states seem like more than enough area to protect.
 
   “No kidding,” Harrison says.
 
   “I can assure you, Mr. Kelly, I do not kid.”
 
   Harrison laughs softly. Not for the first time, he appreciates the fact that his school sprung for the artificial intelligence with the personality chips, a vast improvement from the majority of the AI around the city. Messing with the learning stations has always been a favorite activity of his. 
 
   “And after the Rise?” the screen says.
 
   “Eight million square kilometers and five hundred million people,” Harrison says.
 
   The holo-screen learns from its previous mistake and doesn’t bother confirming the accuracy of his answer. The map shrinks down to a size and shape more familiar. A smaller mass of brown land amidst an enormous ocean, which seems to push in on all sides. Canada and Mexico are separated from the U.S. by thick lines that represent the impenetrable walls built after the Fall. 
 
   “Open Learn?” Harrison says, getting bored of the simple Q&A session. 
 
   “Your test scores indicate a high level of intellectual curiosity. Open Learn authorized. Keyword?”
 
   “The Fall,” Harrison says, wondering why he’s constantly going back to the same topic, over and over again.
 
   “The Fall was a direct result of the Rise. As sea levels rose and tsunamis hit across the globe, coastal cities were wiped out. In some cases residents received advance warning, fleeing inland to escape the rising tides.”
 
   “And in other cases?” Harrison asks, even though he already knows the answer. 
 
   “Utter annihilation,” the screen says. Harrison feels the familiar thrill in his chest that he always gets from this subject. The feeling is two parts fear of drowning and one part morbid excitement at seeing what it had been like. 
 
   The holo-screen doesn’t disappoint. Drone-captured projections of entire cities being flooded fill the screen. Hundred-story buildings are half-submerged, poking from the water like odd-looking drilling structures. 
 
   There are bodies in the water. Not several, or a few dozen. Hundreds. No, not even that’s right. Thousands. Countless. 
 
   A massive ship cuts through them, metal pincers dipping into the water and retrieving the floating dead. From what Harrison remembers, it took years to identify them all, and even then there were thousands of missing persons never found. 
 
   The screen continues its lesson. “Worldwide panic during the Rise and Fall was so great that the U.S. was forced to close its borders. When the waters stopped rising, construction of the border walls began, completed thirty years later, creating an economic and social island from what was previously one of the most prosperous and open economies in the world.” The wall that appears is so high it touches the clouds, extending out of sight in either direction, hundreds of miles wide. 
 
   “What about Jumpers and Diggers?” Harrison asks. Given the political controversies around illegal immigration, he’s sure there will be a question or two about it on the final exam.
 
   The screen shows a famous shot of a Jumper caught in the act. The boy, who looks to be in his early teens, is wearing clear glider wings held down by a backpack. His long hair is flying around his face as he plummets to the earth after having been carried over the border wall by an unauthorized homemade drone. “Jumpers and Diggers are illegal immigrants who, despite the border controls, manage to find a way into the U.S. If caught, they can be immediately deported without trial. It’s estimated that more than a hundred thousand illegals currently reside within the country. Or, if caught in the act of crossing the border, Jumpers and Diggers can be killed on sight.”
 
   The image of the Jumper becomes a video projection. There’s an explosion high above the boy, which Harrison knows was the foreign drone being shot down. The chatter of a machine gun fills the dome. Red spots appear on the boy’s chest as his glider wings are ripped to shreds. Harrison’s mouth tastes bitter, his tongue swollen.
 
   His eyes are glued to the screen, even after the image changes to a photo of a dark building with tinted windows. People wearing all black are entering and exiting through an opening at the base. 
 
   “The Department of Population Control is responsible for identifying and removing Jumpers and Diggers. Do you want to know more about Pop Con?”
 
   “Hell yeah,” Harrison says.
 
   “Hell doesn’t exist in my database, however, I’ll assume you were using it to add emphasis to your affirmation,” the screen says. If holo-screens could smile, this one’s would extend from edge to edge, Harrison thinks.
 
   “Hell yeah,” he says again, smiling back, the nauseous feeling from watching the boy die already fading.
 
   “With less land to go around, and the population beginning to grow again, the government instituted the Population Control Decree, which set a limit on the ideal capacity of the United States, which had recently been renamed the Reorganized United States of America, or RUSA. Would you like me to tell you the ideal population?”
 
   “Five hundred and four million,” Harrison says.
 
   “Yes. This is the approximate current population of the RUSA, reached less than a decade after the Decree, and maintained by the Population Control System, which is managed by Pop Con. The Population Control Decree is crucial to the survival of RUSA, do you agree?”
 
   “Yes,” Harrison says.
 
   “Not ‘hell yeah,’?” the holo jokes.
 
   Harrison says nothing as he’s too busy picturing his father wearing his dark suit every morning. 
 
   The holo-screen remains silent, evidently having run out of material. 
 
   Harrison almost says, “Tell me about Michael Kelly,” but he catches himself. Such a question will surely get him flagged by the system. His father would know about the question within minutes of him having asked it. Then he’d have hard questions to answer. 
 
   But if he can get the learning station headed in the right direction…
 
   “Tell me about the Population Controls,” he says instead.
 
   The screen switches to a video of the overcrowded Tube in Saint Louis. People push past each other, oblivious to the accidental bumps and jostles from their fellow citizens. “In order to maintain social and economic equilibrium, including the rationing of natural resources, it was paramount that Population Controls be initiated.” Harrison doesn’t miss the subtle touch of government propaganda laced throughout the lesson, but it doesn’t bother him because it happens to be propaganda that makes a helluva lot of sense. 
 
   The screen continues. “A system was implemented in which each birth had to be authorized, and duly matched off with a death, which was later called a Death Match. Initially there were two options for potential parents. Would you like to hear them?”
 
   “Please,” Harrison says.
 
   “Since you asked so nicely,” the holo-screen says, “the first option is a standard Death Match, wherein the potential parents are matched with a terminally ill patient, usually someone expected to die in the near future. Only once their Death Match has passed away are the parents permitted to initiate pregnancy.” Initiate pregnancy? Harrison rolls his eyes. Who comes up with this stuff? Only a holo-screen could make the “activities” required to create a baby seem so sterile and boring. 
 
   “And if the Death Match doesn’t die soon?” Harrison asks. This part is what interests him. Chuck’s parents have been trying to have a second child for years, but their Death Match turned out to be a dud, someone who recovers from their illness and lives significantly longer than expected. 
 
   “The couple must wait to initiate pregnancy until he or she dies.”
 
   “Can’t they apply for a new Death Match?”
 
   “No. Only one Death Match is permitted for each pregnancy. Or, a dual Death Match may be applied for initially if the couple has the means to do so, thereby speeding up the approval process.”
 
   “You said there are two options. What’s the second option?” Harrison asks.
 
   “A generic Death Match. If you take this option, you’re placed on a list. When someone not expected to die dies, typically due to a tragic accident or a violent crime, the next couple on the list receives authorization to initiate pregnancy. This form of Death Match is much cheaper to apply for, and contains a high degree of uncertainty. Under normal circumstances, it may take a couple years to move to the top of the list; however, in the event of a natural disaster, war, or act of terrorism, thousands on the list may receive authorization within a short duration.”
 
   Death breeds life, Harrison thinks, the words his father once spoke to him springing up like weeds between cracks. 
 
   “Are there any other options?” Harrison asks.
 
   “I’m so glad you asked,” the screen says. “Five years ago a new option was created, called the Prisoner Overflow Match. As crime rates have increased, our prisons have become overcrowded with undesirables. Now, those with sentences greater than ten years are terminated to make way for a new generation. Those couples who receive a Prisoner Overflow Match must wait on a list for enough inmates to be terminated before they can initiate pregnancy.”
 
   This is all interesting, but the holo-screen still hasn’t mentioned his father. But he knows how to remedy that.
 
   “What are Slips?” Harrison asks innocently, as if he’s forgotten.
 
   “Slips are those children born illegally, where either their parents didn’t apply for any type of match, or where the match hadn’t yet died before they were born.”
 
   “But they’re only a Slip once they’ve turned two years old, right?”
 
   “Correct,” the screen answers. “Initially they’re called UnBees—Unauthorized Beings—which are not considered a high risk due to their insignificant size and lack of mobility. However, regardless of age, unauthorized births are a serious criminal offense, punishable by death, both for the UnBee and its parents.”
 
   Since when is a baby an ‘it’? Harrison wonders. But he doesn’t ask. Instead he says, “Why is the”—he considers saying baby, but thinks better of it—“UnBee a greater risk when”—he pauses, the words ‘he or she’ rolling around on his tongue—“it turns two years old?”
 
   “Size is the first consideration. As the UnBee grows, it consumes more of the scarce food and resources available to legal citizens. Also, mobility is a major factor. With the UnBee able to walk, its ability to escape apprehension by Pop Con greatly increases.” Harrison narrows his eyes skeptically. He finds a two-year-old escaping from Pop Con very hard to swallow. 
 
   As if sensing his disbelief, the screen goes on. “It’s also the age where the government has determined the child”—Harrison can hardly believe the system just referred to an Unauthorized Being as a child—“to have slipped through the cracks in the system. To restore population equilibrium, Pop Con is authorized to substantially increase the resources used to catch and terminate the Slip. Would you like some history on previous Slips?”
 
   Now Harrison really wants to shout ‘hell yeah!’ but he manages to keep his voice even and calm when he says, “Please.”
 
   “The last Slip in recent history was nine years ago, a five-year-old Slip hiding with only her father, as the mother had been caught three years earlier. Although authorities attempted to question her to locate the Slip, she unfortunately died during the interrogation. The investigation continued for three long years, fear rising amongst the general population with each passing day as our citizens wondered whether there were flaws in the system. Questions were being raised about the effectiveness of the Head of Pop Con, Micha—” Heavy static interferes with the speakers as the holo-screen says the rest of his father’s name. It’s the same thing that happens every time he takes his learning down this path. He wonders why it matters. Whether the screen says his father’s name or not, he knows who it’s referring to.
 
   “And then?” he says.
 
   “Then the Slip and its father were caught and terminated. The official report stated that it was an anonymous tip that led to the capture. Micha”—more static—“has become a legend over the last nine years, which have been completely Slip-free.”
 
   “And before?” Harrison asks. “How many other Slips have there been?”
 
   “There have been many,” the screen says vaguely, as if it’s not programmed to provide the exact information. “Although the current Head has only had to deal with one Slip, previous Heads haven’t had such good luck.”
 
   As usual, the information buzzes through Harrison’s head relentlessly. Slips and duds and terminations and Pop Con and UnBees. A headache begins to form in his temples. For he has a secret, one he’s never told anyone, not even his father. It’s one of the reasons he’s never gone back to visit his mother in the asylum. 
 
   He can still hear her voice in his head during his last visit, before the men in white coats slammed the door, shutting him out:
 
   “You were lucky, Harrison,” she’d said. “Your Death Match died so you could live. But life isn’t always fair. Your brother got a dud.”
 
   It was the last thing she ever said to him, and she didn’t seem the least bit crazy when she said it. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Past article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Saint Louis Times Now Owned by the New Government
 
   The Saint Louis Times is pleased to announce a change in ownership. The new city government has purchased the primary city newspaper with plans to “improve the quality and truth” of the articles within our pages. The city deserves to know the truth, and the government plans to “start fresh” with a new team of reporters and editors. Previous Editor-in-Chief, Thomas Wilcox, has been let go with a considerable payout package and a certificate of thanks for his years of service. Readers of the newspaper will now have a direct line into government policy debates, population control measures, and ongoing investigations into population control crimes. The truth is coming, and we hope you stick around to be a part of it.
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are now subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   Skeptic99: Comment has been removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   LauraB35: Comment has been removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   BryanLeftover: Comment has been removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   “Unbelievable,” Check says. Benson can tell his friend is looking at him, but Benson’s eyes are locked on the screen, on the eyes of the man they just Picked, who BLEW UP A BUILDING not long after they parted ways. The Grunk was a suicide bomber? Numbly, Benson realizes they gave him directions to the U-Building. The same U-Building that’s half rubble, half on fire, spouting thick black smoke from the side. 
 
   “Crazy, right hombre?” Gonzo, a Jumper from Mexico, says, his twangy accent coming through as strong as ever. He’s sitting on a windowsill, one leg bent and the other dangling. He runs a hand through his thick, dark hair.
 
   You don’t know the half of it, Benson thinks.
 
   Gonzo’s best friend, Rod, another Mexican Jumper, says, “You two amigos were in the city, right? Did you see anything?” His mouth stays slightly open, framed by a scraggly goatee, the extent of facial hair that he’s able to grow. His short ponytail is tied off with a green rubber band. Leaning against the wall, Rod raises an eyebrow.
 
   Benson looks at Check. Check looks at Benson. They’re both shaking their heads, their expressions mirror images of each other. Benson has never seen his friend look so…bewildered…but that’s exactly the right word for how he looks now. 
 
   “What are the chances?” Check says. 
 
   Benson shrugs slowly. “A million to one,” he says, his voice coming out quieter than he intended.
 
   “More like a billion to one,” Check says.
 
   “What are you two going on about?” a third voice says. Benson flinches because he can’t believe he didn’t notice her. Lucy. He feels out of breath and like his feet have left the floor. 
 
   Trying to pretend his heart isn’t racing and sweat isn’t dribbling down his back, Benson turns to face her. She’s sitting cross-legged near the other window, a book opened and resting on her legs, which are bare to mid-thigh, where her favorite cut-off shorts take over. Her white tank-top reveals slim, delicate shoulders toasted brown by the sunlight streaming through the window. It also reveals the tiniest sliver of her tanned midriff, sending shivers up Benson’s spine. Her honey-blond hair is pulled back into a ponytail. 
 
   And her beautifully curving mouth is forming words that Benson can’t hear. 
 
   He blinks. “Benson?” Luce says. “You all right?” He can’t help noticing how cute she looks with her nose scrunched up in concern. Of course, he thinks she looks cute with pretty much any expression. Something he’s never really mentioned to Check.
 
   “Uh, yeah. Hi, Luce,” Benson says. Smooth like melted butter. Riiight.
 
   “Hi,” she says. “What’s going on with you two?”
 
   Benson looks at Check again. Check’s stare is stuck somewhere above Lucy’s sock line and below the pages of her book. Brown, smooth, bare skin. Benson smacks his friend across the chest. 
 
   Check fires a glare at Benson, but says, “The bomber? He was our Grunk today.” There’s a hint of pride in his voice. 
 
   “What?” Lucy says. “Wait, you mean you Picked him?”
 
   “Damn right,” Check says.
 
   “Awesome!” the last boy says. He’s younger than the others, only twelve. His hair is so blond it’s almost white, a stark contrast to his tanned skin. Geoffrey. Luce’s brother.
 
   “How is that ‘awesome’?” Lucy says, frowning. “A whole bunch of people are dead.”
 
   Check says, “I think he meant it’s awesome”—Lucy repositions her frown on Check, and he stammers slightly—“that, um, we were so close, and um, saw the guy before he did, well, what he did.” Check finishes lamely, and Benson almost feels sorry for his friend. Like him, he tends to get rather tongue-tied around Lucy. 
 
   “How’d it go down?” Lucy asks, this time tossing her question directly at Benson. Their eyes meet and Benson locks his jaw, trying not to look away.
 
   He tells their story, Check chiming in to brag about his role from time to time.
 
   When he finishes, there’s silence for a moment as everyone watches the holo-images bursting from the screen. A witness with a black smudge on her cheek is talking about how “it all happened so fast.”
 
   “Dios mio! Did you feel the explosives?” Gonzo finally asks. 
 
   “What?” Check says.
 
   As if he can read his friend’s mind, Rod says, “Sí, you bumped into him, eh amigo? Did you feel anything under his suit?” Benson swears the two Jumpers share a brain.
 
   Check looks at the ceiling, as if trying to recall. “I don’t know,” he finally says. “You know how Picking is. Everything happens like it’s on fast forward. I was concentrating on acting my part. Maybe I felt something. My ribs are a little sore where he bashed into me. It could’ve been the bomb.”
 
   “Holy bot-lickers,” Geoffrey says. “You could’ve been blown up!”
 
   A lump forms in Benson’s throat as he tries to swallow the words. He hadn’t thought of that. What if the fall had detonated the bomb? He forces a breath out, trying to steady his legs, which are suddenly shaking uncontrollably.
 
   “Geoff,” Luce says, warning her brother with an icy stare. Turning back to Benson, she asks, “How much did he have?”
 
   Benson takes a step toward Lucy, thinks better of it, and then stands awkwardly in mid-stride. “He was broke,” he says. “Or at least he was by the time we got to him.”
 
   “But his financial records show all kinds of transactions before we got to him. Everything he was wearing and carrying was bought just before he became a human stick of dynamite,” Check says. 
 
   “Es una locura,” Gonzo says.
 
   “Ridonkulous,” Rod agrees.
 
   “You should get rid of his LifeCard as soon as possible,” Luce says. “There’s going to be a massive investigation. The last thing we need is Crows snooping anywhere near us.”
 
   “I’ll handle it,” Check says, extending a hand.
 
   Benson hesitates, but only for a second, and then reaches in his pocket and extracts the card, passing it over to his Pick partner. “Thanks,” he says.
 
   “I’ll go with him,” Geoffrey says, already standing up.
 
   “No,” Luce says. “It’s too dangerous.”
 
   “C’mon, I’ve been cooped up inside all day. And I’m almost thirteen, anyway,” he whines.
 
   “You turned twelve three weeks ago,” Luce says.
 
   “What ever happened to rounding up?” Geoffrey says.
 
   Gonzo laughs. Rod laughs louder.
 
   “I’ll watch out for him,” Check says. “And you can repay me with a date.” Luce targets Check with her death glare and he throws his hands above his head, ducking slightly. 
 
   But then, to everyone’s surprise, she says, “Fine, minus the date. But if he comes home with as much as a bump or a scrape…”
 
   “You’ll rip every last hair from my head one at a time and all that,” Check says, already bolting for the door, waving Geoffrey after him. 
 
   “Oh, it’ll be much worse than that,” Luce hollers in his wake. She lifts the book, and for a moment Benson thinks she might chuck it at Check’s back, but then she lowers it. Books are hard to come by, and one as old as the one she’s reading, with a broken spine and tattered pages, is almost sacred. 
 
   Geoffrey scurries after Check, grinning from ear to ear. “Thanks,” he says before he ducks out.
 
   Gonzo jumps up from his seat. “Game time,” he says, grabbing Rod in a headlock. 
 
   “Rock on,” Rod says, squirming loose. “Vamos!”
 
   Gonzo bolts for the door. “There are Grunks to be Picked, and—”
 
   “Fortunes to be made,” Rod finishes, chasing after him. “Adios amigos!”
 
   When the door closes the silence is so swift and complete that Benson almost feels like a giant cleaner bot has sucked all sound from the room. 
 
   When he tries out his voice, he’s somewhat surprised when it still works. “What a weird day,” he says. 
 
   Luce gives him a half smile—also an exceptionally cute expression—and offers him a fizzer, a bubbly drink that usually costs $46, but which she and Geoffrey managed to nab for free out of the back of a delivery van a week ago. They got away with an entire case, leading to an epic party later that night. 
 
   “Thanks,” Benson says, accepting the tall, thin metal can. “I’m surprised there’s any left from the party.” He flips a switch and the can cracks open with a satisfying yawn. A reedy straw extends upward automatically.
 
   “I hid some,” Luce says, patting a spot beside her.
 
   “Smart,” Benson says. He’s feeling more at ease already, the way he always does when it’s just him and Luce and no one else. He’s seen plenty of good looking girls around the city, most of them from the local high schools, but it’s the feeling he gets when he talks to Luce that sets her apart from them. When her sharp edges fall away and she seems almost vulnerable—that’s when he likes her best. And when she’s like this, it’s as if everything else is all an act, and Benson should never have been intimidated in the first place. “Was that before or after Check took his shirt off and started dancing with his underwear on his head?”
 
   Luce laughs, sending a blast of giddiness through Benson’s chest. He eases down beside her, feeling tingly all over. It’s not the drink—he hasn’t taken a sip yet. 
 
   Although he pretends he’s not, Benson takes in every detail of the girl sitting beside him, from the way she tucks a stray lock of blond hair behind her ear to the way her freckles seem to dance when she laughs. But her looks were only what attracted him to her in the first place. It’s everything else that makes him want to spend every second with her. While Check has been pining for her attention from the moment they met her, it’s only been the last year or so since Benson has found the courage to talk to her one on one. Now he wonders why he waited so long, their friendship seeming to grow stronger by the day.
 
   “Way before,” Luce says. “It was just after Gonzo tried to pick up Rod and they ended up in a pile on the floor.” 
 
   “They tripped on Geoffrey, didn’t they?” Benson asks, feeling his face flood with heat when his nonchalant attempt at a sip makes a thick slurping sound. 
 
   Luce doesn’t seem to notice. “Yeah. He was pretending to make snow angels on the floor.”
 
   Benson wipes his mouth and laughs. But his face doesn’t cool down; the hive of bees in his stomach doesn’t quiet either. Not when all he can remember is how that night ended:
 
   Gonzo and Rod slumped against each other, snoring lightly. Geoffrey using Check as a pillow, the two of them passed out from all the dancing and carrying on. And Benson sitting next to Luce, much like they are now, talking and laughing until the sun came up. It was the best night of his life by a longshot. 
 
   And yet it was a night of lies. The warmth in his chest and cheeks fades, as Benson regrets the made-up stories he told Luce, about his parents both dying when he was just a baby, making him an instant orphan. How he escaped the abusive man who found him and took him in. How he ran and ran, taught himself to swim and fend for himself, until he washed up on the banks of the city of Saint Louis, where Check was counting his loot from a day of Picking. It’s a well-rehearsed story that almost feels real at times. Almost. “Fate brought us all together,” he’d told Luce, which was perhaps the only true thing about the story. 
 
   “I’m glad it did,” she’d said, and he had a sudden urge to reach out and rest his hand on hers, which was positioned between them, fingers open and palm up.
 
   He’d chickened out and they’d gone to sleep on opposite sides of the room. Of course, he’d never told Check any of this, something he feels bad about every time his friend talks about how much he likes Luce. 
 
   “That was a good night,” Benson says now, flicking a glance at Luce.
 
   She smiles at him, her eyes holding his for a moment, before slipping back to her book. She runs her fingers over the page she’s on, slides a thread in to hold her place, and closes it gently. After setting the book on the floor, she drops her arm between them once more. Hand open. Palm up. An invitation?
 
   He stares straight ahead, where the holo-screen is showing a bot-truck removing charred corpses from the wreckage of the explosion. A new headline flashes beneath the images. “Anti-Pop Con organization known as the Lifers claim responsibility for attack.”
 
   “I wonder why they targeted a bank,” Luce says. Benson thinks about it. The Lifers are getting more notorious by the day. They’ve hit several government buildings already, not including a failed attack on Pop Con’s headquarters. 
 
   “U-Bank is owned by the government, right?” Benson says.
 
   “Everything’s owned by the government. Even this abandoned building. Are they going to bomb us next?”
 
   “Nothing would surprise me anymore,” Benson says. And then: “Holo—off.” The screen goes dark. “Hey! Want some devil’s food cake?” 
 
   Luce laughs, and it sends a bubble of satisfaction through Benson. “You’ve got cake?” she says.
 
   It wasn’t a formal Pick, but as he and Check were heading to the Tube to find their next Grunk, he’d managed to swipe the contents of a bag from a random woman who’d just exited a sweet shop. Although they weren’t real cakes, they were the next best thing.
 
   He shows Luce the haul. Half a dozen food pills, each labelled in tiny white print. Two devil’s food, two triple chocolate, and two vanilla-strawberry. Brand names, too—the good stuff. 
 
   “You choose,” he says, holding his palm flat. 
 
   Still smiling, she inspects the capsules, her forefinger and thumb pinched together, hovering over his hand. She bites the side of her mouth, and with her attention on her decision, Benson openly admires her face. He feels like he’s falling as the sudden desire to cup his hand against her cheek strikes him. They’ve known each other for how long? Five years? Yes. It was about three years after he met Check. They were in the midst of a risky Pick, attempting to hit two Grunks simultaneously, when Benson saw her walk by. She had flashed him a stunning smile and turned away, her golden hair swirling behind her. And then she and her brother had stolen both their Grunks in an incredible display of Picking prowess. Even then she was so much more than just a pretty face.
 
   Luce and Geoffrey had introduced them to Gonzo and Rod shortly after. 
 
   She selects one of the food pills—devil’s food cake—and Benson can barely contain himself as her fingers brush against his palm. “Good choice,” he says. “It’s my favorite.” He selects the other devil’s food cake pill and pockets the remaining four, which he’ll share with the others when they return. 
 
   “At the same time,” Luce says, grinning. 
 
   Benson grins back, hoping he doesn’t look too stupid. “One,” he says.
 
   “Two.”
 
   “Three!” they say at the same time, popping the pills into their mouths and crunching down. 
 
   The effect is instantaneous, the flavor exploding in Benson’s mouth, sending his taste buds into a frenzy. Luce is clearly experiencing the same thing, her eyes closing as she rolls the mangled pill around in her mouth. “Mmm,” she murmurs.
 
   Although the devil’s food cake is delicious, he’s more interested in watching Luce experience it. Eyes still closed, she licks some of the sugary, chocolaty flavor off her lips and he wonders what they would taste like. On a dare from Check he kissed a girl from STL Prep once, about a year back. She was pretty, too, with smooth, chocolatey skin and big, brown eyes. She tasted like strawberries—not bad at all—but Benson has a feeling kissing Luce would be a whole new experience. 
 
   Luce’s eyes open slowly as the pill dissolves on her tongue. “Good?” Benson says.
 
   “Best ever,” she says. “I’ve never had devil’s food cake before.”
 
   “Really?” Benson says.
 
   “Yeah, I was a real devil’s food virgin,” she says. 
 
   “Not anymore,” Benson says. Is she flirting with him? The very thought sends his mind into a tailspin. 
 
   Narrowing her eyes, she says, “You know, Benson, I’m glad my first time was with you.”
 
   His heart does a flip. 
 
   “Me, too,” he says. It could be the heat of the moment, or the lingering taste of chocolate in his mouth, but he wants to come clean, to tell her the truth about his past. “I remember the first time I tried it,” he says, the words coming out easily. “It was my sixth birthday.”
 
   “You were with that jerkwad that used to hit you, right?” Luce asks.
 
   No more lies, Benson thinks. Not. One. More.
 
   “Yeah,” Benson lies. “For once he was sober and he gave me a cake. I fell in love with devil’s food cake that night.” Benson’s stomach is hurting, as if he ate too much of the real thing, not some stupid pill. 
 
   “I’m not surprised,” she says. Her hand drops between them for the third time in recent history. 
 
   Angry at himself, at his life, at things he’s never had any control over, Benson feels bolder than ever before. This is his life and he’s in control of it. And if he wants to hold Luce’s hand, he’ll do it. He’ll do it!
 
   He drops his hand quickly, settling his palm on top of Luce’s. Her fingers twitch and she stares at him with wide eyes. 
 
   Tingles run up his arm as she closes her fingers over his, the touch of her skin so warm and real. 
 
   He’s bold. He’s waited too long for this moment, and he won’t waste it. He leans in, his lips parting slightly, his eyes already starting to close. They’re so close, so close, and her hot breaths are like a drug, scented with chocolate. 
 
   Luce makes a strange noise and his eyes flash open, but she’s already pulling away, scrambling to her feet, her eyes wide with shock and her nose wrinkled in disgust. 
 
   Horrified, Benson raises a hand to his face, his skin still tingling from holding her hand. The tears are welling up faster than he can blink them away. “I—I thought…” When did his mouth get so dry?
 
   Casting him a final look of pure pity and embarrassment, Luce says, “I’m sorry,” and rushes from the room, throwing the door shut behind her. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Can’t afford a Death Match? 
 
   For a fraction of the cost, you can get on the Prisoner Overflow list today! 
 
   The next undesirable prisoner terminated could give YOU the miracle of life.
 
   Speak “Circle of life” into your holo-screen to get started.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by the Department of Population Control. Fees may apply.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Tick, tock. Tick, tock. Tick, tock.
 
   Each second that passes sends a thump through Janice’s skull. And yet she continues to stare at the face of the wristwatch clutched in her hand. It’s the last memory she has of her lost son. She found the watch when she was clearing out his room, taking all his toys out to the backyard where she would later burn them. Michael wanted to give his things to charity, but she couldn’t bear the thought of any other child playing with them, smiling happily, wearing his clothes. Not when her son was dead. 
 
   But when she came upon the Zoran wristwatch gathering dust in a drawer, she stuffed it in her pocket. For the rest of the day she could feel it burning a hole in the cloth, until she finally took it out and let it burn her hand. 
 
   Was that where the madness began? If she had destroyed the watch along with everything else, would she have been able to move on, have a normal life, avoided the solitary misery of the asylum? 
 
   TICK, TOCK!
 
   The ticking hits her harder now, and she thumps a fist into her forehead, trying to mask the pain. 
 
   TICK, TOCK!
 
   She feels like screaming, like throwing the watch against the wall. But what’s the point? The padded walls and floor will protect Zoran’s grizzled face and preserve the memories she desperately wants to forget. 
 
   And the last time she launched the watch at the wall they threatened to take it from her. 
 
   So she continues to stare at the watch, letting its incessant ticking crush her brain.
 
   TICK, TOCK!
 
   The door eases open and she tries to remember how long it’s been since Michael visited her. She strains her mind, but can’t figure out if it was today, yesterday, or a month ago. Time means nothing in this place. 
 
   It’s not Michael. She hates that she feels a puff of disappointment in her gut at the same time as she breathes a sigh of relief. 
 
   Instead, it’s the only friend she has left. A kindly nurse who’s the only one who talks to her like she’s not crazy. Even Michael doesn’t talk to her like that. 
 
   TICK, TOCK!
 
   Unfortunately the nurse’s presence doesn’t stop the ticking; nothing can stop the ticking. 
 
   “How are you today, Janice?” the nurse says. Alice. That’s her name. She’s the only one willing to obey Janice’s request to call her Janice and not Mrs. Kelly. 
 
   “This damn watch won’t stop ticking,” Janice says. “But thank you for asking,” she adds, about two seconds too late to be normal.
 
   Alice doesn’t seem to notice, just glances at the watch. Janice’s hand is splotched with red and white blobs because of the tightness of her grip. “Shall I take it away?” Alice asks. “I can tell you the time whenever you want to know.”
 
   Janice’s eyes flash with anger and she has the sudden urge to hit this woman. To hit her only friend. “No!” she growls. 
 
   “Okay, okay, no problem,” Alice says. “Let me know if you change your mind.”
 
   Alice’s voice has a way of calming Janice. “S-Sorry, A-Alice,” she says. “My nerves are lightning and thunder and sparks lately. It was my husband’s visit.” She’s asking a question without really asking it. Will Alice suspect?
 
   “But that was a week ago,” Alice says.
 
   A week! God. That means he’ll be back again soon. Sometimes it’s a week, sometimes it’s a month, but he always comes back. She wishes he wouldn’t.
 
   “Any news?” Janice asks.
 
   That’s her standard question, one that only Alice will answer, a secret agreement between them. 
 
   “No,” Alice says, and that’s the right answer. If she says Yes, then that means they’ve found another Slip. Another child to hunt. It doesn’t matter that it won’t be her child—the thought will destroy her. Because it will be her husband doing the hunting. She knows that his people hunt children all the time, but she’s managed to trick herself into believing that UnBees aren’t real children. They’re only dolls, pretend children who don’t have fears or sadness or pain. And their parents are doll-parents, as real as cloth and stuffing and nano-chips that make them talk and comfort their doll-children. 
 
   “Let me know if there is,” Janice says.
 
   “I will,” Alice promises. “Anything else I can do for you?”
 
   TICK, TOCK! Zoran says.
 
   “Shut up,” she says.
 
   “What?” Alice says.
 
   “Sorry. Not you. Him.” She motions to the wristwatch. 
 
   Alice smiles in the way that Janice hates. “Call if you need anything,” she says, reminding her that they’re always watching and listening. Even when she’s sleeping, someone is watching and listening. Can they hear the ticking, too?
 
   When Alice leaves, the watch says TICK, TOCK!
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   TICK, TOCK!
 
   “I said, ‘Shut up!’”
 
   TICK, TOCK! TICK, TOCK! TICK-TICK-TICK! TOCK-TOCK-TOCK!
 
   Her head is thumping with pain, each thud of her heart an explosion in her skull. She squeezes the watch tighter, until the metal clasp cuts into her hand, drawing blood. For a moment, the pain grounds her.
 
   It allows her to think clearly, to realize something:
 
   The watch hands aren’t moving. Not the second hand. Not the minute hand. Not the hour hand. Stuck on 3:02. 
 
   The watch is broken.
 
   Tick, Tock! it says. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Past article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Pop Con Head Steps Down Amidst Controversy. Michael Kelly Promoted.
 
   The tenure of John Davis, eight year Head of Saint Louis Population Control, has finally come to a bitter end. Amidst allegations of ‘going soft’ on Pop Con criminals, Mr. Davis was dismissed quietly. Neither government officials nor Davis were available for comment. In a surprising and unexpected move, the government promoted Michael Kelly, a Pop Con analyst, to the post. The city will likely be holding its collective breath until Kelly proves his worth. Although Mr. Kelly was unavailable for questions, Mayor Strombaugh said ‘We couldn’t be more pleased to have Michael Kelly as the new Head of Pop Con. He’s a levelheaded guy with an eye for detail. The city can rest easy with him at the helm.’
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are now subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   NewsAddict4: Slips beware! Michael Kelly’s got you in his sights!
 
    
 
   SammieJ: Who is this mysterious Michael Kelly guy? I haven’t seen a single holo-ad with a photo. I’m hoping he’s as handsome as he is mysterious. John Davis was uggggly!
 
    
 
   HarryKnox33: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly stares at the holo-screen, remembering the day Mayor Strombaugh came to him with the job offer. He was excited—no, ecstatic—incredulous that he’d managed to rise so far so fast. He and the mayor went back a few years, when they studied at university together. At some point they separated, Strommy—as all his friends used to call him—going into politics, while Michael set his sights on population control studies. He liked the logicality of the field, how simply maintaining the status quo could have a significant effect on the social and economic strength of an entire nation. 
 
   Now, if he could get his hands on his old textbooks, he’d burn them to ash and scatter them in the Mississippi.
 
   A three-rap knock on his door brings his focus back to the screen, which is projecting a series of floating statistics. Numbers and percentages and dollar signs. 
 
   “Yes,” Michael says, loud enough for the knocker to hear.
 
   The door opens and he can see Corr’s reflection on the screen. Like everyone else at Pop Con, he’s wearing all black. 
 
   Corrigan Mars enters. Michael Kelly’s fists tighten, as they usually do when he sees his second in command. He wonders how they were ever friends. 
 
   “Sir,” Corr says.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Corr steps to his side, his eyes flicking over the screen in that snake-like way of his. The room is dark, save for the light from the panel of holo-screens, which catch the silvery edge of Corr’s sideburns. “I think we’ve got something.”
 
   Michael tries to breathe. Can’t. Subconsciously, one of his hands squeezes the edge of the chair. 
 
   He forces out a sharp breath. “The UnBee Shack?” he says. Hoping. Praying.
 
   “Well, yes. The takedown went off without a hitch. Thank you for trusting me with overseeing it.” Corr’s voice is as cold as an ice cube, as if they haven’t just murdered dozens of children.
 
   “Of course,” Michael says. He should be burning with anger, but instead the iciness in Corr’s voice seems to have seeped into his bones, leaving him with an impenetrable chill. 
 
   “And to top it all off, I think we’ve got a rising star in one of our new Hunters.”
 
   “Really?” Michael says, pretending interest. He still hasn’t looked at his second in command, his eyes glued to the floating numbers. Although cold to the point of needing to shiver, he feels a burst of warmth in his chest. Is Corr really only here to talk about a successful mission?
 
   “Yeah,” Corr says absently. He seems to be as interested in the numbers on the screen as Michael is pretending to be. “God, the last two years have been special, haven’t they?”
 
   Special isn’t the word Michael would use, but he says, “They’ve been something, all right.” 
 
   “One hundred percent mission success, a steady population with a standard deviation of less than a thousand, outperforming every other Pop Con department across the RUSA, setting a good example in the nation’s capital. We’re rock stars, my friend.”
 
   Don’t call me your friend, Michael thinks bitterly. 
 
   “We make a great team, don’t you think?” Corr adds.
 
   Finally, Michael looks at Corr and says, “The best,” trying to hide his disgust. They’re the greatest team of murderers the world has ever seen. “You said something about a rising star?” he says, trying to change the subject.
 
   “Ah, yes. A new Hunter. Young, only seventeen. One of the first to enlist when they lowered the minimum age. He came back from the war with serious injuries, but they managed to patch him back together.”
 
   Michael raises an eyebrow. “Cyborg?” he says.
 
   “Yeah. Forty percent metal. He’s very motivated. Name’s Domino Destovan, but they’re already calling him The Destroyer. Trust me, the name fits. Today he almost singlehandedly took down the UnBee Shack. You should have seen it.”
 
   Michael’s attempt to swallow fails. He’s seen enough dead babies for ten lifetimes. “Where’d he come from?” 
 
   Corr’s eyes sparkle at the question. “Get this—he’s the brother of the last Slip.”
 
   “What?” Michael squints, trying to remember the brother of the five-year-old Slip. 
 
   “Yeah. That’s what I said,” Corr says. “After we took down his mother, father, and the Slip, Domino was transferred to military prep school. His file says he was in the top two percent of his class, both physically and intelligence-wise. As soon as he turned sixteen, he volunteered and was sent on his first mission. When he came home he was half metal.”
 
   Remembering the piles of bodies, Michael says, “Keep an eye on him.” 
 
   “Will do,” Corr says.
 
   “Is that all?” Michael asks.
 
   Corr smiles, and the ice in Michael’s bones begins to crack. Something is up. Something big. Despite his smile, Corr’s eyes are dark, black marbles gleaming with the screen-glow. “There’s something else,” Corr says.
 
   Michael trembles. “Oh?” he says.
 
   “Yes. After all these years, we’re in for another wild ride.”
 
   No. Please, no. “Meaning…”
 
   “Our analysts are hot on the trail of a potential Slip.”
 
   The walls seem to close in, squeezing the air out of the Pop Con Head’s lungs. He can’t speak. He can’t breathe. He can’t think, his mind a blaze of fiery memories from a past he can’t bring himself to erase. 
 
   “And we don’t think it’s some five-year-old girl,” Corr continues. “This one’s the real deal. The biggest Slip of either of our careers…”
 
   His lungs are bursting, his heart slamming with uneven, wild beats, his head a tornado of beautiful, horrid thoughts.
 
   “We think it might be a teenager,” Corr finishes, patting him on the shoulder and exiting the room. Over his shoulder, as if an afterthought, he says, “I’ll let you know when we have enough information to plan a mission.”
 
   The door closes and a breath explodes from his lungs. He drops his head between his knees and gasps for air as if he’s sprinted a kilometer. This is it. This is why he’s made no effort to leave Pop Con. Why he’s remained loyal to a murderous machine in which he’s the largest cogwheel. 
 
   The system he once believed in has become his prison, without walls, without bars, his own conscience the only guard. And now the time has finally come to break out.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The Destroyer—after their latest mission even Dom is starting to think of himself by that name—uses a white cloth to clean the blood spatter from his arms and legs. The plunger of excitement continues to shoot adrenaline through his veins and he can’t seem to wipe the smile off his face. 
 
   His other team members don’t seem nearly as excited, but he couldn’t care less because today’s performance will surely get him noticed at the top levels of Pop Con. And once Michael Kelly knows his name, he’ll never forget it. 
 
   “You should have waited for us,” Hodge says, for the third time. Someone from the morgue—they’re called “Cs” or “corpse carriers” by those in the business—walks past carrying two tiny body bags, one in each hand. The Destroyer’s handiwork: a couple of UnBees that should’ve never been born, trying to embark on an illegal life.
 
   The Destroyer’s gun is at his feet, the dark metal polka-dotted with drops of blood. He could so easily grab it, raise it, pull the trigger…
 
   “Sorry,” he says, apologizing for the third time. “I guess I got overexcited.” After all, who can blame him? The UnBee Shack was exactly the type of place that could destroy their country. Left alone, the center for unauthorized births could’ve produced hundreds of UnBees, which would eventually grow to become Slips, which could destroy everything the government is working so hard to achieve. Someone had to tear the Shack down and it might as well have been him.
 
   Just beyond Hodge, Dana gives him a strange look. The Destroyer laughs on the inside. That’ll teach you to call me Frosty, he thinks. He’d already finished the job before Dana knew what was happening. The inadequate little Hunter hadn’t even fired a single shot. 
 
   “We’re meant to be a team,” Hodge says.
 
   The Destroyer knows his team leader’s just pissed because his kill count was two, while his own was nineteen. Fifteen UnBees, two traitorous doctors, and two pathetically undertrained guards. A blood bath. A massacre. Complete and utter destruction with zero survivors. 
 
   “Next time try and keep up,” the Destroyer says, unable to take another reprimand from his team leader. One of his arms feels hot, like his blood is literally boiling, while the other arm—the one made of metal—is cold and in control. They’re the perfect complement for each other, a blend of calm and fury.
 
   The look on Hodge’s face is priceless, a mix of disbelief, anger, and envy. The envy is the Destroyer’s favorite. “You’ve given me no choice but to file a report,” Hodge says. The words come out weak and shaky. 
 
   “You do that,” he says, beginning to clean his gun. “And then you can come back and apologize to me.”
 
   Hodge’s face turns red, but before he can respond, there’s an incoming message through their earpieces. “This is Pop Con Command,” the voice says. Dana looks at Hodge. Hodge looks at the Destroyer. The Destroyer watches as a pair of Cs carry an adult body bag through the door. “Domino Destovan, please report to level ninety-nine immediately. Corrigan Mars would like to see you.”
 
   “Yessir,” the Destroyer says, a flash of annoying uncertainty burning in his brain. Had he gone too far?
 
   The call cuts off, and Hodge says, “Have fun, hotshot. Maybe Corr can teach you some manners.” Dana just grins stupidly.
 
   Dom—no longer the Destroyer—grits his teeth and follows a couple of corpse carriers out into the city.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   As the hoverball shoots toward the corner of the net, Harrison Kelly’s feet move without thought, guiding his hoverboard effortlessly. I’m not going to make it, he realizes even as he steps quickly to the end of his board, which struggles to stay upright.
 
   The ball rockets toward the inside of the goalpost, just out of reach.
 
   Screw it, Harrison thinks, leaping from his board, straining every last muscle forward. The ball glances off his fingertips, changes direction slightly, and rings off the outside of the goalpost, careening harmlessly away and out of bounds. 
 
   The roar of the crowd morphs into a collective gasp as he falls, trying to twist his body in midair, hoping his hoverboard will catch him. His eyes lock on his board, which is whizzing toward him, searching for the homing signal under his shoes. 
 
   The net comes up faster, roughly catching him, cutting sharply into his skin. His body bounces once, twice, and then comes to rest, stinging all over.
 
   Late in the game, tied zero-zero, the pain is well worth it to save their undefeated season. Harrison licks the blood that wells up from a laceration on his lips and raises a fist.
 
   The crowd goes nuts, sold out for the eleventh consecutive game. 
 
   His hoverboard lands beside him and he steps onto its rubbery treads. As he steers back into position, several of his teammates soar past, slapping him on the back and congratulating him on yet another highlight-reel save. It will surely make the local news. 
 
   He looks to the crowd for the hundredth time, trying to find his father. He promised Harrison he’d be there for his last game. Why Harrison believed him when his father had said the exact same thing for all the other games, he doesn’t know. Maybe broken promises have become such a way of life for him that they roll off his back as easily as water from a post-game shower. Maybe he’s just a hopeless optimist. Maybe he’s a freaking idiot. 
 
   Whatever the case, his eyes come up empty once more, his father’s dark suit noticeably absent from the home crowd. 
 
   Nadine, however, is there, wearing her team’s shirt, which fits tightly across her chest, accentuating her curves. She’s smiling and cheering, her dark eyes sparkling under the bright stadium lights. And like he’s done so many times before, Harrison puts on a mask of invincibility and forgets about his father, looking forward to the reward he’s sure to get from his latest girlfriend. 
 
   When Chuck Boggs scores the winning goal—a deft toss of the hoverball past the opposing goalkeeper’s hands—Harrison coolly poses for a snapshot from a school newspaper cameraman before heading straight to the locker room. 
 
   Arriving before any of his teammates, who will likely be celebrating on the field for a while, he steps into the locker room. As usual, the holo-screen is on, and he’s surprised to see that it’s not covering the game. Instead, a breaking news bulletin is flashing.
 
   The projected screen is split in two. One side displays an old photo of his father, the famous one taken years ago when he announced the capture of the one and only Slip faced during his tenure as Head of Pop Con. The other side shows a more recent photo, Michael Kelly’s face etched with lines, dark circles under his eyes, his thick hair shorter and grayer. And across the photo, a single headline:
 
   Saint Louis Pop Con announces discovery of the oldest Slip ever faced.
 
   Harrison touches one of the long, thin scabs forming on his cheek, his finger coming away covered in red ooze. A blaze of frustration burns through him, finding an outlet when he slams his fist into one of the lockers, which, made from stainless steel, sends a shockwave through his knuckles and hand. 
 
   “Argh!” he yells. There’s no way his father will make it to the State Championships, no way he’ll see Harrison lead his team to victory. 
 
   Harrison watches as his last chance to earn his father’s love and pride slips through his trembling fingertips and to the floor. He leaves the locker room, not bothering to change or shower, gone before the reporters can even position themselves at the exit. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Know of someone planning an illegal birth? 
 
   Speak ‘Pop Con Tips’ into your holo-screen to anonymously provide information that could save our future. 
 
   Only YOU can prevent overpopulation.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by the Department of Population Control.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Benson’s been alone for an hour, for which he’s glad. He turned off the holo-screen after ten minutes of staring at the smoke-filled wreckage of the bombed U-building.
 
   How could he have been so stupid? Obviously, he’d badly misread the situation. Things felt so right, at least to him. But Luce had closed her fingers over his, hadn’t she? Was that something a friend would do? If so, did he just ruin their friendship? He never should’ve assumed she could like him in that way. He never should’ve gotten so emotionally involved. Everyone he’s ever cared about has left him.
 
   And when she tells Check what happened, what will he say? Benson hasn’t so much as whispered about his feelings for Luce, while Check practically shouts his to the sky. Will he lose his best friend, too?
 
   Hating his own emotional self-mutilation, Benson pushes to his feet and makes his way outside, breaking his own rule that they should never leave their hideout unoccupied. 
 
   Striding down the sidewalk, he realizes he’s still holding the empty fizzer can Luce gave him. He has the urge to crush it in his palm and kick it onto the road, but instead he wisely places it in one of the tidy metal waste receptacles that are in place all over the city. Littering is a major offense.
 
   Reaching in his pocket, he shoves all four of the remaining food pills in his mouth, feeling slightly guilty as he relishes the rush of sugar and flavor on his tongue. Almost immediately, he feels sick to his stomach. But even that doesn’t distract him from his thoughts. 
 
   Will Luce ever speak to him again? Does he even want her to?
 
   How could everything fall apart the moment they seemed to be more right than ever before?
 
   But wait. A sprig of optimism springs up inside him, sprouting a green leaf of hope. If she never tells anyone, and he never tells anyone, then no one has to know. They can both forget about it and continue on as if nothing ever happened. Nothing has to change. 
 
   Right?
 
   He chews on the food pills and the hopeful thought as his feet pull him toward the city center. He’s the only one on the sidewalk, although he can see the masses above him, traversing the city through the Tubes. And although he can’t see them, he knows there are thousands more beneath his feet, using the Tunnels, either on foot or by train. 
 
   A floating holo-ad for men’s perfume scans his eyes as he passes by. “Benson Mack, want to smell at least ten times better?”
 
   “Shut up,” Benson says.
 
   “Our new scientifically engineered pheromone formula will have women throwing themselves at you.” A full-lipped woman projects from the screen, blowing a kiss at him.
 
   “Not Luce,” Benson says, moving on.
 
   Another holo-screen ad, this one fixed to a wall, scans him and says, “Benson Mack, our patented double-thick protection will allow you all the pleasure with none of the risk of an unauthorized pregnancy.” A half-naked couple gropes each other on the sidewalk.
 
   He stomps past, fighting off the urge to kick the crap out of the holo-ad. These are just the sort of seedy ads that he and Check would normally laugh at and stop to mess with, feigning interest. Not today. 
 
   A lone aut-car zooms past, throwing wind around him. The windows are tinted, so he can’t see inside, but the flashing lights identify it as a Crow. For the first time in his life, he doesn’t care. He doesn’t duck, or try to hide, or even cover his face. He just keeps on walking, an unexpected bubble of excitement popping inside his gut. What is that feeling?
 
   Freedom, he realizes. Freedom to walk down the street without fear of capture, without thinking about the last words his father uttered to him. 
 
   A massive holo-screen on the side of a building catches his attention and it’s as if all the excitement is sucked from him in an instant.
 
   His father’s face, so serious and determined, stares at him. It’s his father’s real face, the one he hid from Benson for so long, until he wasn’t able to anymore. Protecting Our City, the screen reads. 
 
   There’s no such thing as freedom, Benson thinks. Not in this city. Maybe not anywhere.
 
   Although he remembers each and every word his father spoke to him during that final frantic hour, he never thinks about them anymore. They’re locked away in his mind, in a mental safe without a key. The truth he realized years ago—what he might be—must never see the light of day. As much as he hates to admit it, his father was right, in a way. He would’ve probably been safer not knowing, and so he must pretend he does not.
 
   Anger bubbles up inside him, hot and fierce—a welcome distraction from his embarrassment from earlier. Even though he knows his father did what he did because he thought it would keep Benson safe, he still can’t bring himself to forgive him. Which is why he avoids anything having to do with his father and Pop Con whenever he can: the news, the billboards, the holo-ads. 
 
   Making a rash decision, he spits in the direction of the billboard, immediately wishing he hadn’t. They say the Hawk drones can catch a ruffian spitting in a city fountain from an altitude of ten thousand feet. 
 
   He stalks off, trying to blink away the image of his father, which stubbornly remains stained in his mind. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   An hour later, Benson turns a corner and realizes where his feet have taken him. A few lingering wisps of smoke curl around the black edges of the building, which are dripping wet. A fire bot continues to spray the rubble, presumably to douse any hidden coals still holding the potential for flames. A mixture of crowd control bots and Crows maintain a perimeter around the disaster zone, holding back rubberneckers and reporters, all trying to get a better view of the carnage. 
 
   People both love and hate destruction, his father once told him. His nose scrunches. He still hasn’t erased his father’s image from his head since seeing the billboard. He feels his father’s old words and warnings pushing against the walls of the metal safe in his mind. He firms up his jaw and pushes back until they are silent, until the words vanish like morning mist under the heat of the rising sun. Well, he thinks, at least it’s taken my mind off of Luce. 
 
   Magnetically, he gravitates toward the crowd and the scene of the bomb blast, for which he was at least indirectly responsible. Every time someone asks him for directions he’s going to wonder whether they’re planning to blow up a building. 
 
   No one is watching him. He’s invisible, just another street rat. The Crows are focused on the people at the front, threatening them with sticks crackling with energy. They’re wearing helmets that are scanning the eyes of anyone nearby. “Step back, Robert Maud. Step back, Elisa Garber.” A speaker attached to the top issues orders to the crowd. A cameraman gets too close and screams as electricity rips through him. His camera clatters to the ground and all hell breaks loose. 
 
   People are yelling and pushing and trying to run; Crows are shouting commands—“Get back! Get back!”—and firing warning shots into the air; and Benson is staring at people’s pockets, a creature of habit. He sees a lady with a five thousand dollar purse, half open. Her LifeCard is practically screaming to be Picked. Another man’s cardholder is peeking out from his pocket, just a corner of brown. 
 
   You made me what I am, Father, Benson thinks. His hands dart out and he Picks both Grunks at the same time—a rare double-Pick. 
 
   He walks away, the stolen property seeming to burn his hands, which are shoved deep in his pockets. In his heart he knows his father has nothing to do with what he’s become. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Benson lingers for only a moment on the street before entering the cracked and crumbling building that he calls home. Waiting any longer would be a surefire way to attract unwanted attention. 
 
   When he pushes through the door, he feels the familiar chill maintained to mask their presence from the random infrared scans performed by Hawks from time to time. Once again, his friends are huddled around the holo-screen watching the news. 
 
   “Where’ve you been?” Check asks, looking up from the screen. Gonzo, Rod, and Geoffrey keep watching. Benson wishes Luce would keep watching, too, but her eyes dart to his, and then settle on her feet, which are tucked cross-legged in front of her. 
 
   So this is the way it’s going to be—awkwardness and staring at feet. 
 
   “Out,” Benson says. He closes the door and sits next to Check. Luce is on the other side of his friend. A buffer. That’s what he needs right now.
 
   Check shrugs disinterestedly. “I got rid of the bomber’s card,” he says.
 
   “Thanks.” Not looking at the screen, Benson busies himself with the two stolen LifeCards. He connects the first card—the one from the woman’s purse—to his hacker and waits. A number pops up. $356. Not bad for an unplanned Pick. 
 
   “How come you went solo on me?” Check asks, the slightest bit of irritation in his voice. He’s reading the number over Benson’s shoulder. By unwritten Picker rules, the spoils from a solo job don’t have to be shared with one’s partner. 
 
   Benson doesn’t look up from the device, just calmly removes the first card and replaces it with the second, from the man’s brown cardholder. “It wasn’t planned,” Benson says. “Anyway, we’ll go halves on it.” The second number appears. $1,249. 
 
   Check’s eyes practically bug out. “Damn, man, you did all right.” The iciness is gone now that he knows Benson will be sharing.
 
   “It was a dual-Pick,” Benson says. 
 
   Both Rod and Gonzo finally look up. “Impresionante,” Rod says. 
 
   “Sick,” Gonzo says.
 
   Geoffrey beams at Benson. “Later, can you show me how you pulled it off?” The kid’s always eager to learn, Benson’s got to give him that. 
 
   Luce leans forward and peeks around Check. “Congratulations,” she says. Her eyes are puffy and red, something Benson should have noticed earlier. It’s clear she’s been crying. Benson’s never seen her cry—not once. He can’t imagine it. 
 
   Now it’s Benson’s turn to stare at his feet. The hardness inside him cracks a little. “Thanks,” he mumbles.
 
   “Bro, have you seen the news?” Check asks.
 
   What now? Benson thinks, looking up. The holo-screen is muted, one of their rules at night. This part of the city can get particularly quiet and regular Crow patrols pass by frequently. When he sees the headline, he sucks in a sharp breath:
 
   HIGH-LEVEL POP CON OFFICIAL CONFIRMS SLIP RUMOR
 
   “When?” Benson asks, feeling a swell of fear in his chest.
 
   “The rumor surfaced about two hours ago,” Luce says.
 
   “They only just confirmed it,” Check says.
 
   “I wonder who the high-level official is,” Rod says.
 
   “Un bastardo,” Gonzo says.
 
   “I meant which one,” Rod says.
 
   “I know what you meant, idiota,” Gonzo says.
 
   Geoffrey snickers and Luce frowns at him. There’s a knot in Benson’s gut. A tide of memories washes up on the shore of Benson’s mind. Seeing his father’s face on the holo-screen for the first time, when he snuck out of bed. The story about the terminated Slip, a five-year-old girl. Everything he told Benson before pushing him into the river; everything he implied. As much as Benson prefers living in denial, deep inside his suspicions abound.
 
   “I bet it’s that douchebag. Michael Kelly,” Check says.
 
   Benson bites his lip.
 
   “I’d put a million pesos on Corrigan Mars,” Rod says. “Every time he makes an announcement, I throw up a little in my mouth.”
 
   “The same happens to me when I look at your ugly face, amigo,” Gonzo says.
 
   “I just laugh when I see your face, amigo,” Rod says. 
 
   “Doesn’t matter who it is,” Luce interjects. “What matters is what happens next.”
 
   “They find the poor kid and put him or her down,” Check says.
 
   “Freaking screwed up,” Rod says.
 
   “You’re freaking screwed up,” Gonzo says. “Loco en la cabeza.” He points at his head, moving his index finger in a tight spiral. Rod pushes him and he falls over. 
 
   “What do you think, Benson?” Luce asks. 
 
   The truth is he feels sick. Because he knows Check was right. They’ll find the kid. He doesn’t like to think about the rest. Here he’s been obsessing over his sad little hurt feelings when there’s a Slip out there who’s worrying every second about whether Hunters will break down their door and put a bullet in their head. 
 
   Not him. Because of his dad it will never be him.
 
   “I hope they never find the Slip,” Benson says.
 
   “Me too,” Geoffrey says. 
 
   “Me tres,” Rod says.
 
   “Dork,” Gonzo says, pushing him.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Past article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Food Shortages Linked to Unauthorized Births
 
   The Department of Population Control announced that food shortages are quickly becoming a problem in most of the forty-two states, and that the issue stems from a recent increase in the number of unauthorized births. Officials are asking all law-abiding citizens for continued vigilance in locating Unauthorized Beings. “At this point any population growth will lead to problems down the road,” said Mayor Strombaugh. To make it easier for citizens, Pop Con has implemented an anonymous tip line. Simply speak “Pop Con Tips” into your holo-screens to create an anonymous connection to an agent who will record and investigate any information you provide. Your country thanks you for your service. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   Prowler09: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   SamSam12: Those UnBees really need to stop eating MY food. 
 
    
 
   TheHam77: I’m so fat that I eat enough to feed at least ten UnBees.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly wants to ring Corrigan Mars’s neck. Not only did he clearly leak news of a potential Slip to the press, but he’s begun creating a task force. 
 
   And all this before, as he’s just admitted to him, the Slip being confirmed. At least he didn’t give any clue as to the potential age of the Slip. If the broad public knew it might be a teenager, there’d be pandemonium. How could an Unauthorized Being avoid detection for so long? people will ask. Could there be more? Are we all at risk because of it? Those questions and many harder ones will surely be asked. 
 
   And Michael Kelly is the only one who knows the truth.
 
   Although he’s built a wall of denial—the teenage Slip might not be him—deep down he knows it can be no other. The worst day of his life has finally arrived, a day he prayed would never come. 
 
   The wall clock screams at him in bright blue three-dimensional digital numbers. He’s forgotten something. His son’s hoverball game, the last regular season game of the year. Although a pang of guilt hits him, he knows he’s got a good excuse, one that even Harrison might understand. 
 
   “You went behind my back,” Michael growls at Corr.
 
   “I thought you’d want to move forward as swiftly as possible,” Corr says, his eyebrows lifting innocently. But Michael knows it’s an act. Corr knows exactly what he’s doing. Making a play for his job. Michael doesn’t give a crap about the job—he loathes it—but he knows he has to keep it for the sake of the country. Corrigan Mars as Head of Population Control would usher in the darkest storm the world has ever seen. And more importantly, he has to keep his position to protect his son, now more than ever.
 
   “I do,” Michael says. He has to be very careful not to cross any lines. “But without press involvement.”
 
   “You want to hide the Slip from the people?” It’s not so much a question as an accusation.
 
   “No,” Michael says, annoyed that Corr is, as usual, getting under his skin. “I want to provide information as it becomes available. You’re spreading unconfirmed rumors.”
 
   “It’s as good as confirmed,” Corr says.
 
   “And yet…not.”
 
   Corr’s thick eyebrows come together. “Whose side are you on?”
 
   “The truth’s side,” he says. “Now get out and don’t make any more decisions related to the potential Slip without consulting with me first.”
 
   Corr’s face reddens, but he doesn’t argue further. After all, he’s not the boss. Michael is. At least for now. 
 
   As Corr opens the door, he glances back over his shoulder. “I’d like to nominate someone to lead the Slip task force,” he says. “I’d hoped we could both interview him. He’s waiting outside. He’s the up-and-comer I mentioned earlier.”
 
   “I’ll interview him myself,” Michael says.
 
   Corrigan Mars slams the door. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The Destroyer is the only one in the waiting room on level ninety-nine. Through the tinted window, the city is shrouded in the shadow of night, a sea of twinkling lights, like a reflection of the stars. 
 
   After hearing the rumors during the drive over, he’s almost positive he’s not here to be reprimanded. Quite the opposite. He’s here to be used, put to work. And not to catch a bunch of helpless UnBees. To catch a Slip.
 
   He stares at the assistant, a long-legged woman with lustrous dark hair and cat-like green eyes. While he’s been openly admiring her short skirt and tight-fitting blouse, she’s been pretending not to look at him. But he sees it on her face each time she flicks a surreptitious glance his way. She wants him.
 
   And why not? He’s the perfect mix of man and machine, his human parts nearly as iron-clad as the rest of him. A shimmer of excitement glazes over him as he imagines her soft white hands running over his chest, his stomach. 
 
   He’ll have her, he promises himself.
 
   The door opens and the man he’s here to see exits. The Destroyer is surprised how small Corrigan Mars looks in person. On screen he always seemed to command attention, but in the flesh he looks shriveled and aged. An old man. He could break him in two if he had the mind.
 
   Instead he stands and extends a hand. Surprisingly, the man’s handshake is firm. His dark eyes seem to convey a sense of great power. The kind of power the Destroyer wants. No, the power he needs. 
 
   “Domino Destovan, I presume,” Mr. Mars says. “Or should I call you Destroyer?”
 
   He feels as giddy as he did the first time he piloted a bomb-strapped suicide drone into a nest of enemies. Corrigan Mars knows his nickname? “The Destroyer,” he corrects, instantly wishing the words back. 
 
   To his surprise, Mr. Mars laughs. “Fair enough. The Destroyer,” he says.
 
   “I’m incredibly honored to meet you, Mr. Mars,” the Destroyer says.
 
   “Thank you, and call me Corr—everyone else does. Unfortunately, I’ve been called away to deal with important matters. I’m sure you’ve heard what’s going on?”
 
   “Only rumors, sir.”
 
   “Corr, please.”
 
   “Corr.” He tries out the nickname and finds he likes it. 
 
   “The rumors will become facts soon enough,” Corr says. 
 
   “Should I come back another time?” 
 
   “No. I’ve got to attend to some business, but Michael Kelly is ready to speak with you.”
 
   No freaking way. He tries to control the elation that pumps through his veins. “Thank you. I’m most honored.” There’s a slight tremor in his voice, but he doesn’t think Corr notices. 
 
   “Lacey—please show Domino into Mr. Kelly’s office.”
 
   Long Legs Lacey stands and says, “Right this way,” turning at just the right angle to give the two men a tantalizing view of her tight rear. 
 
   The Destroyer tries not to stare, but fails miserably. “Welcome to the pros,” Corr says with a grin, catching him. “And good luck.”
 
   “Thanks,” the Destroyer says, resisting the urge to slap Lacey on the ass as he enters the office. 
 
   She closes the door behind him. Michael Kelly stares at him from behind a wide black desk. A two-sided holo-screen rests between them. The side he can see is dark, while the soft glow from the opposite side casts a yellow sheen on the desk. 
 
   The Head of Pop Con doesn’t say a word, his expression carrying none of the warmth of Corr’s. The Destroyer doesn’t move, his gaze resting on the dark holo-screen, the tension growing with each passing second. 
 
   “Why are you here?” Michael Kelly finally says. His voice is firm and commands attention. There’s no doubt that he’s the leader here—the one to impress. Next to Mr. Kelly, Corr seems like a footstool. 
 
   “I have no idea,” the Destroyer says. It’s not the full truth. He suspects it has something to do with the Slip rumors, but he can’t be sure; there could be a hundred reasons for this meeting.
 
   “Neither do I,” Mr. Kelly says.
 
   “Um…” the Destroyer says, but can’t think of what to say next.
 
   Thankfully, Mr. Kelly takes the next step. “Mr. Mars called you here for an interview, but unfortunately he’s much too busy now.”
 
   Yes. Right. An interview. “Corr—I mean, Mr. Mars—said I was to meet with you instead.”
 
   Mr. Kelly’s eyes narrow. “Unfortunately Mr. Mars doesn’t run things around here.”
 
   The Destroyer’s palms are sweaty. Well, his human palm anyway. His machine palm is as dry as an old bone. Nothing is going as expected. “No. Of course he doesn’t. I’m just confused, I guess. Should I go?”
 
   Mr. Kelly doesn’t answer. He looks at the holo-screen, ignoring his guest for the moment. The Destroyer lifts one foot, then the other, hating how awkward he must look standing there when there’s a chair sitting right in front of him. It’s even angled such that he could easily sit down. If only he’d get an invitation. He feels even more awkward and pathetic when his bladder decides it’s ready to overflow. 
 
   “You have an impressive track record in the military,” Mr. Kelly says. 
 
   Finally, a break. Something to be proud of. “Thank you, sir,” he says.
 
   “One hundred percent mission success rate; six medals of honor; honorable discharge due to grievous injury. A lesser man would’ve accepted the government pension and spent the rest of their days relaxing.”
 
   “That’s not me,” the Destroyer says. 
 
   “Evidently not. You worked hard, got yourself some new body parts, and joined us, is that right?”
 
   “Yes.” Is this part of the interview?
 
   “How does it feel to murder innocent children?” Mr. Kelly asks.
 
   “What?” The snap response is out before he can stop it.
 
   “You heard me.”
 
   “Innocent children? With all due respect, they’re UnBees, sir. They should’ve never been born. As a Hunter, I restore the delicate balance required for our survival.”
 
   “With all due respect, you’re a hotshot who doesn’t take orders and almost seems to enjoy the killing part of your job. At least that’s what the reports say. And that’s after only a week.”
 
   What the hell is happening? he wonders. This is the man giving the orders and he’s questioning my motives? The calm he’s trying to maintain threatens to boil over. “The reports are wrong,” he says, even though he knows they’re not. 
 
   “I guess that remains to be seen, Mr. Destovan. This interview is over until you show you can both lead and follow.”
 
   “But, sir—”
 
   “Out.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   He turns and heads for the door, his legs numb, all strength sapped from them. The door opens before he reaches it. Lacey and her legs are waiting for him. He hopes she couldn’t hear anything through the door. 
 
   He undresses her with his eyes and offers a quick wink, bouncing back quickly from his momentary embarrassment. 
 
   Her eyes narrow, darkening to a deep, sexy green. 
 
   Well, at least he knows he’ll get one thing he wants. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Alice is back. 
 
   Janice is pretty sure it’s still the same day, although it must be much later, because the window is dark. The room blazes to life when the nurse says, “Lights.”
 
   Janice squints, her eyes trying to wake up from her nap. 
 
   “It’s happened, just like you said it would,” Alice says.
 
   “No,” she says. The padded walls scream and shout in her head, YESYESYESYESYESYES! “Shut up,” she says, slamming her hands over her ears.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Alice says. “Should I go?” She motions to the door.
 
   “No, please, tell me,” Janice says. Slowly, she eases her hands from her ears, holding her breath. The walls are silent and she pushes out a breath. 
 
   “Pop Con has confirmed there’s a Slip. No name. No photo. Just that the records show an anomaly. An extended blip in the population, something that’s been there for years, undiscovered.” 
 
   “How old?” Janice asks. First there was the five-year-old girl whose face was plastered all over the news. And then there was him, only eight years old. For whatever reason, Pop Con didn’t publicize the termination of her son. Presumably her husband had covered it up. And he had avoided any links to them. Had he hidden when they came for their son? Did he cower like a coward while they murdered her baby?
 
   “Not yet determined, but the latest says the Slip is at least nine.”
 
   God. Nine years old. Older than her angel had been. She can only imagine how many sleepless nights his or her parents have had. How many times they’ve flinched at shadows, jumped at loud noises, woke up screaming in the night, the memory of a blood-red nightmare fading into the dark. 
 
   No, she wouldn’t wish that life on her worst enemy. 
 
   “Freaking sick murdering filth,” she mutters under her breath.
 
   “What was that?” Alice says, leaning forward.
 
   Janice mutters something even worse.
 
   When Alice looks at her like she’s crazy, Janice throws a pillow at her head and screams her out of the room. It’ll mean no visitors tomorrow, but she doesn’t care.
 
   Because, alone, it’ll give her time to plan her escape.
 
   She’ll be damned if she’ll let another parent lose their child. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Not surprisingly, the house is dark when the aut-car drops Harrison Kelly off.
 
   He should be buzzing with energy, fresh off the final win in an undefeated hoverball season, but instead he’s frustrated and angry. He doesn’t even care if Nadine forgives him for sneaking away without seeing her.
 
   He was supposed to be there! Yeah, there’s a Slip on the loose, but the Slip will still be there to catch tomorrow. Couldn’t his father have taken two hours off work to watch him play? Surely that’s not too much to ask. 
 
   His mother would have been there. The thought surprises him. For the last eight years he’s done everything possible to block her out, to pretend she doesn’t exist, to keep her out of his perfect life. And yet…the last few days he hasn’t been able to stop thinking about her. About her last words to him.
 
   A sharp pang of regret jabs him hard in the gut as the scanner reads his eyes. She’s waited so long for him to visit. His father tells him so. How much she misses him. How much even a short visit would mean to her. 
 
   The speaker says, “Welcome home, Harrison Kelly,” and the door opens. 
 
   Harrison enters, still brooding about his screwed up parents, throws his bag down, and makes himself a sandwich in the food-maker. 
 
   He turns out the lights and sits in front of the blank holo-screen, forcing each bite down and waiting for his father to return. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Harrison’s asleep in the chair when Michael Kelly arrives home, the door speaking his name and opening with a zip-whir. 
 
   His plate and half-eaten sandwich spill to the floor as he awakes with a start. “Lights,” his father says, and the ceiling panels blaze to life.
 
   Harrison blinks away his grogginess and says, “Hello, Father.”
 
   One of the most powerful men in the city flinches. “God, Harrison. I didn’t see you. What are you still doing up?” 
 
   His father’s black suit jacket is full of wrinkles, matching his face, which looks ten years older than even this morning. “Tough day, huh?” Harrison says.
 
   Placing his holo-screen down on a table, his father says, “Son, I’m sorry I missed your game.”
 
   “Screw the game,” Harrison says. “We won, but what does that matter when Mom’s locked up?”
 
   The shocked expression on his father’s face gives him an unexpected sense of satisfaction. “Son?”
 
   The words vomit from his mouth. “You’re never home. Mom’s insane. It’s like none of us are even related.”
 
   “My work—”
 
   “Yeah, yeah, your work is so important. I’ve heard it a million times. But isn’t your family important? Isn’t Mom important?”
 
   His father takes a step back, as if physically moved by the hardness of his words. “Of course, but—”
 
   “But what? I don’t understand, right? That’s what you always tell me. Well maybe that’s because you never tell me anything. Your whole life outside of this house is some big secret. You could start by telling me why you were only around first thing in the morning growing up. Then you could tell me why the last thing Mom said to me was ‘You were lucky, Harrison. Your Death Match died so you could live. But life isn’t always fair. Your brother got a dud.’ What brother? Why would she say something like that?”
 
   His father’s face is ghostly pale. His lip twitches. What is that expression? Is that…sadness? But Harrison doesn’t care about his father’s sadness. Not when his childhood is full of holes, mangled and broken and dry with unwept tears. “Speak, dammit!” he says, finally raising his voice. “Answer me!”
 
   “I—I—” For a second he thinks his father might talk to him, might open himself up for the first time in his life. His father’s mouth opens, closes, opens again. Stays like that for a long time, Harrison holding his breath—the entire room seeming to freeze. 
 
   The moment fades and his father says, “Your mother is a seriously disturbed woman. Her condition makes her say a lot of things. Let’s get some sleep and try to forget all about this.”
 
   With that, his father climbs the steps to the second floor. Harrison hears the bedroom door shut. His face getting hotter and hotter, he waits another three beats of his heart before letting the breath explode from his lungs. He realizes his fists are clenched at his sides, his muscles practically bursting through his skin. 
 
   That’s when he makes the decision to visit his mother.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Save our future.
 
   Protect your family. 
 
   Say no to unauthorized births.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by the Department of Population Control.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   When Benson and Check head out for their normal evening Pick, Rod and Gonzo decide to tag along. Luce doesn’t say anything when Benson’s eyes pass over hers. Instead she offers a light smile that he’s unable to bring himself to return. Geoffrey just watches them, disappointment in his eyes, clearly wishing he could follow.
 
   “Sure you don’t want to come along, beautiful?” Check asks Luce.
 
   Geoffrey’s head snaps up, but then returns to his lap when Luce says, “Maybe next time. Good luck.”
 
   Benson breathes a deep sigh of relief. 
 
   When they reach the ground floor, the streets are significantly louder and darker than they were during the day. On the city’s outskirts, the day begins when the sun goes down.
 
   “How desperate are we?” Check asks Benson, staring longingly at a cluster of teenage girls in short skirts lining up to enter a popular underage club, True Dance. 
 
   “Well, if you don’t want to eat tomorrow…” Benson says.
 
   “Fine,” Check grunts. “Let’s make this quick.” He strides ahead, play-punching Gonzo on the shoulder and interrogating him about which girl is the hottest. Gonzo chooses a dark-looking brunette while Check—surprise, surprise—picks out a blonde. 
 
   Benson just shakes his head, almost wishing he could move on from Luce that quickly. Instead, as he looks across the street at the girls, all he can see is her disgusted expression and the speed with which she ran from his misplaced kiss. 
 
   He clenches his fists and tries to think of anything but her. 
 
   Rod pulls up next to him, pretending to karate chop a floating holo-ad as it approaches them. The familiar red light runs across Benson’s vision, scanning him. “Benson Mack. Did you know that one out of every two people in the RUSA go to bed hungry?”
 
   “Yes,” he says dryly. “And if you don’t get out of my way, I’m going to be hungry, too.”
 
   “Here, here!” Rod shouts as the screen scans him. 
 
   “Rod Von Pepper,” the screen says, making Benson snort. “Only you can help prevent food and resource shortages. If you are aware of any illegal population activities, please contact your local population control office as soon as possible. We can’t control population without you.”
 
   “Thank you. I will do that,” Rod says in a robot-like American accent. When the holo-screen floats away to spout propaganda at the next person it finds, Rod mutters, “Dios mio, este pais es un lugar terrorifico.” 
 
   Still laughing at his friend’s fake name, Benson asks, “What does that mean?” Rod and Gonzo have taught him some Spanish, but not enough to translate full sentences. 
 
   Rod chuckles, and when he speaks his twang comes through as strong as ever. “Just that this country is a scary place sometimes.”
 
   Don’t I know it, Benson thinks. “Do you ever consider going back?” he asks. To Mexico, he doesn’t say. It’s something he’s wondered ever since he met the pair of Jumpers. 
 
   “Back?” Rod says. “Back there is only death.”
 
   They walk in silence for a few minutes, watching Check and Gonzo chatter animatedly, gesturing at various city sights: a sleek Ferrari aut-car that must’ve cost a cool million sliding by; a guy in an expensive suit flashing a diamond-studded smile at the three high-heeled women hanging all over him; a famous rapper surrounded by an entourage of robot security guards. People who would never set foot in this part of the city during the day have come here to play at night. Although seeing them flaunt the kind of money he can only dream of disturbs Benson, he’s also glad for it. Without their support for the night life in these parts, the Crows would likely clamp down even harder on them, evicting squatters in a heartbeat. 
 
   “What’s it like where you come from?” Benson asks. He’s asked him before, but usually just gets jokes in return. 
 
   Rod gives him a sideways glance before facing forward once more. “I’m not sure you want to know,” his friend says.
 
   “Please,” Benson says. He’s not sure why he’s being so insistent. To take his mind off of Luce? To make him appreciate his own situation more? Morbid curiosity?
 
   Rod answers without emotion, his tone as level and bland as a command from the crowd-control robots from earlier. “My father was a smart man. He built a life out of nothing. Raised us on the chickens in the backyard and the tomatoes from his garden. He said the garden was a tribute to my mother, who died giving birth to my little sister.
 
   “Gonzo was my best friend. He was an orphan, his parents killed during the Food Riots. He lived in a wooden shack next door with his three brothers and three sisters. The eldest was eighteen, Omar. He worked hard to care for them, but there was never enough food to go around. I used to sneak vegetables to them under the fence, when my dad wasn’t looking. I even gave them a whole chicken once. I thought I was so clever, hiding the charity from my father; but looking back, I know he purposely pretended not to notice.”
 
   It’s a heartwarming story, if sad, and Benson finds himself mesmerized by it, the loudness of the music pouring from the nightclubs fading into the background. 
 
   “Being smart and having food made you a target in my town,” Rod continues, his voice still monotone. “My father took every precaution: bars on the windows, furniture in front of the door at night, keeping watch over the garden twenty-four hours a day. I even saw him shoot at a thief once. The filthy beggar had an armful of cucumbers and tomatoes, cradling them like a child. My father told him to stop, twice, but the guy was desperate. He ran for the fence, spilling the vegetables around him. I was behind my father, so I could see that he had him in his rifle’s crosshairs. But he didn’t pull the trigger, at least not right away. He waited until the man had clambered to the top of the fence and was practically over it before he squeezed off a shot, purposely missing high. Just another gunshot in the night, joining the symphony.”
 
   Rod finally makes eye contact with Benson, steel in his dark eyes. “Why didn’t he shoot the beggar?” Benson asks.
 
   “I asked him the same thing,” Rod says. “He said, ‘Guillermo, killing is for the weak and the scared. And we are neither.’”
 
   “Guillermo?” Benson asks. They reach an intersection, following Check and Gonzo across after checking for aut-car traffic. Already the buildings on either side look nicer, newer. 
 
   Rod smiles and lowers his voice. “Sí. Don’t tell the others. My real name is Guillermo Rodriguez. I took on Rod when we crossed the border. Did I ever tell you where the rest of my identity came from?” There’s a twinkle in his eye because Check and Benson have asked them a million times. Names like Rod Von Pepper and Gonzo McSalt surely must have a story behind them.
 
   “Ha ha,” Benson says. “This is the part where you say, ‘Well I’m not going to tell you now either.’”
 
   To Benson’s surprise, however, Rod says, “It was a game. After crossing the border wall, we located a fake retina dealer named Eyeball. He hooked us up. When he asked us what names should be linked to our new eyes, Gonzo suggested we choose each other’s last names. Gonzo, being Gonzo, came up with Von Pepper for me, and so I reciprocated with McSalt for him.”
 
   Benson laughs. “So his first name, Gonzo, is short for what, an old last name? Gonzalez?”
 
   “No. His parents really named him Gonzo, believe it or not. His real last name is Garcia. Gonzo Garcia.”
 
   Benson snorts and Check and Gonzo look back. Benson flashes an innocent smile.
 
   “You’ll keep this a secret, sí?” Rod says. 
 
   “Sí,” Benson says, wondering how on earth he’ll manage to keep it from Check. “So why’d you decide to cross the border?” Benson asks, ignoring a pale red-lipped woman who blows him a kiss. He doesn’t have enough money to buy a second of her time, nor would he want to if he did. 
 
   Rod chews his lip, staring straight ahead. “Apparently my father’s warning shot at the thief wasn’t enough to convince the people in our town that he was capable of defending what we had. Three days later a band of thieves attacked while we slept. My older brother was on watch and he woke us with a shout, but it was far too late and there were far too many of them.”
 
   Benson’s heart is in his throat, but he manages to force in a tight breath, holding it.
 
   “This time, my father didn’t hesitate. Neither did the rest of us. We opened fire from the house. The thieves took cover and returned fire. My sister was hit in the throat, my brother twice in the chest. They died on either side of me. I was screaming and shouting and crying, but I didn’t stop shooting, even when my father dropped on all fours to try to help my siblings. 
 
   “One of the thieves charged the backdoor, and I fired twice but missed him. He shouldered through it and pointed a pistol at my father. ‘Move and die,’ he said. Clearly my father thought the man would shoot us no matter what we did, because he rolled hard to the side and shot at him. The man fired at the same time, their blasts almost sounding like one. It was so loud, like a cannon. I thought my eardrums had burst.
 
   “My father died,” Rod says, his voice a whisper. “He killed the thief, too.”
 
   “Oh, man,” Benson breathes, finally letting out his breath. “That’s terrible. I’m so sorry.”
 
   Rod shrugs, as if it’s just a part of life. “I couldn’t hear, couldn’t see through my tears. There was still one thief alive. He came through the door, sweeping his eyes across the bloody scene until his eyes locked on me. My gun was raised, aimed right at him. I pulled the trigger and it clicked. No ammo. Of all things, he smiled. I’ll never forget that expression. There was such happiness in it. He raised his gun and I heard the shot, thinking I was dead. But then he dropped his weapon and fell. Gonzo came through the door, holding one of the other dead thieves’ guns away from him, like a smelly fish. He saved my life.”
 
   “God,” Benson says. “No wonder you two are like brothers.”
 
   “If you ask him, he’ll tell you he was just paying me back for the chicken, but I know better. Gonzo would’ve been there even if I’d eaten my food right in front of him without sharing a thing. Behind all his wisecracks and antics, he’s one of the best people I know.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It was a dry night.
 
   Between the four of them, they barely managed to steal enough to buy dinner, much less meals for the next day. Unfortunately the money from Benson’s earlier dual-pick was only enough to cover an old debt to a food pill provider who’d hooked them up a few weeks ago when they were desperate.
 
   “Compared to where we come from,” Gonzo says, popping a food pill in his mouth, “this is a feast.” They’d split the plain white rice food pills four ways. Even after eating three, Benson’s stomach continues to grumble. 
 
   When Rod and Gonzo turn toward home, Check says, “I’m heading to the river for a bit. Bense, you in?”
 
   “Yeah,” Benson says, hoping to not get back until after Luce is already asleep. 
 
   They pick their way in silence down deserted back streets, away from the hubbub of the main drag. At each crossroad, the music and laughter finds their ears, and Benson notices the way Check turns his head toward it, as if drawn to it. 
 
   “I just need one big Pick,” Check says absently, narrowing his almond-shaped Asian eyes even further, as if in deep thought. “And then I’m finished with this business. I’ll buy my own place, find the right girl, maybe go back to school, get a real job. Live like a human again.” Benson doesn’t reply. Check talks like this all the time. “I’ll take you with me if I can,” he adds.
 
   “Thanks,” Benson says. “But you don’t have to. I don’t want to hold you back. You’re destined for great things.”
 
   Check’s head jerks toward him. “You think so?” Despite being older than Benson, his friend’s eager expression makes him appear younger. Benson wonders if he’ll always look young, even when he’s an old man. 
 
   He thinks about his best friend’s question. No one is as motivated to change their life as Check. Even when Benson doesn’t feel like doing anything, it’s Check who gets him out and Picking. “Yeah,” Benson says, meaning it. 
 
   “Thanks, Bense.”
 
   Even without looking at him, he can sense his friend’s smile.
 
   Four blocks later, the city lights disappear, replaced by a sea of stars and the dark expanse of the river. The Mississippi. Although the night isn’t particularly cold, Benson shudders. The memory hits him, just like it always does when they visit Check’s favorite late-night spot. His father pushing him in the water, yelling at him, throwing stones at him. Check appearing almost magically at the perfect moment, saving him from a life spent in some city Home. 
 
   He owes Check so much—no, everything. 
 
   Check climbs onto their favorite place to sit, a large smooth stone with natural depressions for their butts. They can easily swivel to look at the river or the city, depending on their moods. Benson pulls himself up beside him, like he has on a hundred other nights. 
 
   “Check it out,” Check says. 
 
   Benson follows his gaze to a billboard, a giant holo-screen down the river a-ways. “Is that new?” Benson asks.
 
   “Think so. It’s been a while since we’ve been here.”
 
   The massive screen is strategically placed directly across from the old memorial for the victims of the Rise. They watch the 3-D images projected from the screen. 
 
   A real helicopter-view video of a flooded city. It’s the most famous video shot during the Rise. New York City. Stunted buildings that are supposedly a hundred stories tall poke from the water like tiny two-story houses. There are bodies on some of them. Splintered wood, garbage, and other debris float in the brown water streaming between the buildings. A giant green arm holding a torch appears. Not a real torch, but a green one made of metal. A massive statue. The Statue of Liberty. Janice taught Benson all about it. How it used to be the symbol of America’s freedom. Now the Border Wall is the symbol. 
 
   Mother Nature changed everything; although, according to experts, humankind did everything in its power to help her along. 
 
   The screen changes to satellite images of the size of the American continent before and after the Rise. Although the difference is striking, it’s hard for Benson to imagine the reality of it. Huge chunks of the landmass gone. Millions dead. It’s a wonder humans still exist at all. And yet…
 
   “Why don’t we value human life?” Benson says to himself, the random thought slipping through his lips. 
 
   Check glances at him, then back at the billboard. “We do,” he says.
 
   “No, I don’t mean you and me. I mean humans in general. After all we’ve been through, why do they try to stop people from having families? Seems it should be the opposite.” Rod’s story of his family being attacked and killed spills through his mind. They’re quickly replaced by the memory of his father sitting in front of the holo-screen, drunk, the news portraying the death of a five-year-old girl like a huge victory for humanity. None of it makes sense.
 
   “Otherwise there won’t be enough to go around,” Check says. “At least so they say.”
 
   So they say, Benson echoes in his thoughts. “Most people seem to be doing all right,” he says. “Other than our kind.”
 
   “Maybe it’s because everything’s so controlled?” Check says. “I don’t know. Maybe it’s all a load of horse manure. That’d be my guess.”
 
   As if in response to Check’s statement, the holo changes once more, to brightly colored charts showing the experts’ projections for natural resources, fresh water, and food, based on varying levels of population. According to the chart, a mere ten percent increase in population would be catastrophic for everyone else. Even a one percent rise would have a significant detrimental impact on the standard of living. 
 
   The final image is a plea to help control the population by placing anonymous tips on suspected illegals, including Unauthorized Beings, Jumpers, and Diggers. 
 
   For a slim moment, Benson feels as if the ad is shouting accusations at him. But no—it’s not. He’s nobody. Just Benson Mack—an unimportant orphan. Even when he had a father, his father was the Head of Population Control. Surely he sent Benson away for personal reasons. Reasons Benson may never fully understand. 
 
   But what if his old fears are valid? he wonders. What if the conclusions he came to years ago are right? He’s pushed them so far down it’s almost as if they don’t exist, but even he can’t ignore the facts about what he may be. How would his friends react if they knew the truth? Would they shun him, cast him out? Would they blame him for their own problems? Surely not. After all, if they blamed him they’d have to blame Rod and Gonzo, too. 
 
   “Anyone who’d kill an UnBee deserves to die,” Check mutters under his breath. And with that single statement, all of Benson’s fears drift away across the river. 
 
   His friend won’t abandon him, no matter what he is. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Benson goes to bed early, but he doesn’t sleep. 
 
   Eventually the light from the holo-screen blinks off behind his eyelids and the murmured sounds of his friends’ voices fade away. All is silent, except for the occasional siren from a Crow vehicle. 
 
   Rod and Gonzo begin snoring, as they do, managing to alternate their breaths in a mildly unpleasant nasal symphony. Hollow footsteps echo across the floor and he hears the door open and close. Check, who’s a notorious insomniac, heading out for his nightly stroll, either returning to the river or trying to sneak into some club he can’t afford to get into. If not for Check’s ritual, Benson might never have met him—might never have become a Picker and ended up in this place. Would a Crow have found him and taken him to some over-packed orphanage, like his father said? 
 
   Sometimes Benson goes with his friend, but not tonight. Not when his thoughts are so dark. 
 
   A creak snakes across to Benson’s ears. The building settling or something else? He pulls the covers tighter around him, trying to block out the chill, listening for any other sound.
 
   A scuffle.
 
   Someone’s moving toward him.
 
   “Hello?” he says, sitting up. 
 
   “It’s me,” Luce whispers in the dark. 
 
   A shiver starts in Benson’s feet and runs all the way up his spine. “Oh,” he says.
 
   “I thought you might be asleep,” she says, her voice sounding much closer. If he were to reach out, would his hand find her?
 
   “Not tonight,” Benson says. “Look, about earlier…”
 
   “No,” Luce says. “You don’t have to say anything. It was my fault.”
 
   What was your fault? Benson wants to ask. That I made a fool out of myself, or that we didn’t kiss when we should have?
 
   “I—I was worried it would destroy our friendship,” Benson says. He shifts his foot and freezes when it rubs up against something. Is that Luce’s foot? His heart skips a beat at the thought.
 
   If it’s her, she doesn’t react. “There’s something I want to tell you,” she says. “Something about me I’ve never told anyone. I don’t want any secrets between us anymore.”
 
   His eyes adjusting to the dark, Benson can barely make out Luce’s blurry form. She’s much closer than he thought, practically right on top of him. “S-Secrets?” he says, the word coming out like a snake’s hiss. 
 
   “Yeah. I need you to understand why I ran away earlier.”
 
   He hears her, but he’s still stuck on “Secrets.” What secrets? Whose secrets? “Okay,” he says. A thought fires through his brain. “Check has a massive crush on you,” he blurts out. How’s that for a secret?
 
   Luce laughs lightly, obviously trying not to wake the others. “Really? I hadn’t noticed.”
 
   Oh. Duh. Of course she would know that. Check asks her out practically every other day. Although he passes it off as a big joke, apparently Luce knows there’s a lot of truth behind it. “He’s my best friend,” Benson says. 
 
   “I hadn’t noticed that either.” 
 
   “But I really like you, too.” Everything coming from his mouth sounds idiotic to his ears. For once, he wishes he could be more like Check, bold and funny and confident.
 
   “I like you, too, Benson.”
 
   “Then why did you…” He lets the unfinished question skip away. 
 
   “I was scared,” Luce says. 
 
   Not what Benson expected to hear. Scared of what? Of him? He waits for her to continue.
 
   “You know my parents were hit by a malfunctioning aut-car when I was five, right?” she says.
 
   “Of course. I’m sorry,” Benson says. What does this have to do with her dodging his attempted kiss?
 
   “It’s okay. I survived. Bad stuff happens to everyone.” Luce pauses, as if considering how to tell her story. “I was sent to a Pop Con Home. Geoffrey was sent to a different one, for babies. They said we’d have the chance for a new home if someone was authorized to have a child and weren’t able to do it naturally. Sometimes couples would come in and look at us, talk to us. Most of them had big smiles on. They’d choose a kid and leave together. I always hoped they’d pick me, but they never did. At some point I realized they only wanted the really young ones—the babies or toddlers. Before I even got there, I was too old.”
 
   “But didn’t you escape?” Benson asks. Although Luce has never told him the details, she’s mentioned running away from the Home many times. 
 
   “Not until I was twelve,” she says. “There was a new headmaster at the Home. At first he was real nice, always smiling, always complimenting us. Not the boys, just the girls. He hated the boys, especially when they’d talk to us girls. One night I woke up and saw something I wasn’t supposed to.” A bitter taste climbs up the back of Benson’s throat. He realizes Luce’s hand is on his knee, although he doesn’t have the slightest clue when or how it got there. This time, he doesn’t hesitate to take it, hoping she won’t notice the clamminess that’s settled into his palm. She squeezes back and continues. “One of the older girls, fully developed, was sitting up in bed. She didn’t have clothes on. It was dark, but the moon was bright, coming through the windows. The new headmaster was with her.”
 
   “Oh, God,” Benson says. “That’s awful.” Her head rests on his shoulder. Feeling bold, he runs his thumb up and down hers. 
 
   “I wanted to run, to scream, to escape that place and never come back; but instead, it was like I was frozen to the bed. Nothing worked, except my heart, which felt like it was about to pound through my chest. Not my muscles, not my voice, not my brain. After what seemed like the longest time, the girl lay down and the headmaster left.”
 
   Benson knows it’s not the end of the story, but he doesn’t push her. This is her tale to tell.
 
   After a few minutes of silence, she opens her mouth to speak and he almost wishes she wouldn’t. The rest of the story might be better forgotten.
 
   “After that, I stayed up late almost every night. Some nights he never came, but most he did. He’d choose a different girl each night. At first it was just the older ones. The next day they’d sometimes have red marks on their necks, but they always got an extra helping of dessert. Sometimes they’d be wearing new jewelry. No one talked about where it came from.”
 
   A well of anger forms inside Benson. Nothing about this story is right. She was just a little girl back then. She squeezes his hand and his anger subsides. She doesn’t want his anger now—just his ears. “You don’t have to…” Benson says, letting the response fade, not sure what he was going to say. Hold my hand? Tell me the rest of the story?
 
   “One night he chose a younger girl. I was thirteen by then, and she was only fourteen. Maria. I’ll never forget her name. She was the first one that struggled.”
 
   He squeezes her hand and she squeezes back, their grips slightly too tight to be pleasant.
 
   “She kicked and screamed and clawed at him with her nails. He slapped her and told her to shut her filthy mouth.” Her cheek settles in next to his. It’s wet with her tears. The toughest girl he knows, who could scare the hair off a bear, is crying. Releasing her hand, he ropes his arm around her and holds her close. He’s always wanted this, but not this way, not because of this story. All he wants to do is take her past and rip it to shreds, burning each individual piece. She shouldn’t have to remember this.
 
   But that’s the thing about memories: The ones you never forget are either the ones you hate or love the most. 
 
   “He forced himself on Maria,” Luce says through clenched teeth. “For a while she fought him, but not for long. He left her naked and broken and sobbing into her pillow. I didn’t sleep for three nights after that, but the headmaster didn’t come back.”
 
   Luce wipes away a tear and then rubs her forehead, as if massaging away the bad memories. 
 
   “So you ran away to escape that freak?” Benson says. Please say yes.
 
   “I thought about it, but each night that passed without his presence in the girls’ dormitories gave me hope that that was the end of it. I was wrong. After two weeks he returned. We all pretended to sleep as his footsteps padded across the room. When they stopped at my bed, I swear I almost died right then. I could feel his shadow over me. He stood like that for a long time, my heart pounding, his breaths breaking the silence. I heard the clink of a belt buckle and the shuffle of cloth hitting the floor. Then he slipped into my bed.”
 
   Benson jams his eyes shut, grits his teeth so hard he wonders whether they’ll break. This can’t have happened. Not to anyone, but especially not to her.
 
   Luce twists away from Benson and slides a few feet back. The warmth that had bonded them is replaced with an icy void. Is this the part where she runs away again? If she does, this time he’ll understand why.
 
   “At first he just held my hand, rubbed his fingers along my skin, spoke in a soothing voice. ‘Everything is going to be okay,’ he said. ‘This is just a natural part of life. If you don’t fight it, you don’t have to get hurt.’ I was pretending to sleep, but my body was trembling so much I knew he could tell I was awake. When he slipped his hand under my shirt, I freaked out. I grabbed his hand, bit it as hard as I could, and kicked my feet behind me. He groaned so I think I hit him where I was aiming. Then I screamed bloody murder and ran.”
 
   “You got out,” Benson says reverently, almost like a prayer. 
 
   Luce nods in the dark. “I’d been eyeing up one of the windows for weeks. One with a crack in it. I knew it would break easier. There was a wooden chair nearby. I smashed it through the glass and climbed out. Feel here.”
 
   She reaches both hands forward, like an offering. When Benson’s fingers find hers, she flinches and almost pulls back. But then she takes a deep breath and pushes them toward him once more. When he holds her hands this time, they’re trembling. 
 
   “Luce, you can show me another time,” Benson says, hating to see the usually fearless girl acting so scared.
 
   “No,” she says, taking another heavy breath. “I need to do this now or I may never do it.”
 
   Using one hand, she guides Benson’s fingers across a spot on her palm just below her thumb. He feels a long, jagged line of raised skin. Why had he never noticed the scar before?
 
   “A shard of glass slashed my hand open, but I barely felt it. We were on the second floor, but I managed to grab a tree branch and shimmy down to the ground. From there I ran until my feet gave out and my arm was slick with blood from my hand. I curled up in an alley and lay there until Rod and Gonzo found me. They stitched me up and helped me find my brother, who was in a different Pop Con Home, and together we broke him out. Apparently he’d been adopted twice, but both sets of parents ended up returning him because he misbehaved too much. Then we met you and Check.”
 
   “Why didn’t you ever tell me before?” Benson asks, still stroking the scar, in awe of the courage of the girl sitting across from him. 
 
   Her fingers retract suddenly. “Sorry,” she murmurs. “Sometimes I can handle touch and sometimes I can’t. Yesterday…I thought I’d gotten past my life before, that I’d pushed it so far down that it couldn’t hurt me anymore. But when you tried to kiss me, all I could think of was the headmaster’s hot breath on the back of my neck, and I freaked out. I’m sorry.”
 
   “No,” Benson says. “Don’t be. I understand. Now I understand. I won’t try to kiss you again, not unless you want me to.”
 
   “Sorry I’m a damaged freak,” Luce says.
 
   “No. You’re not,” Benson says. “Never apologize for what that creep tried to do to you.” The safe in his mind bursts open, like a sneak attack, and the truth about his own past threatens to pour from his mouth. 
 
   But before he can say anything, Luce pulls away, offering him a whispered goodnight. 
 
   For the hour it takes him to fall asleep, Benson tries desperately to think of nothing but cold showers and his favorite Picking techniques, so he doesn’t have to think about what happened to Luce.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Past article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Prison Overflow List Created to Allow More Authorized Births
 
   In the latest of several creative and innovative new Population Control laws, undesirable prison inmates with more than ten years left on their sentences will be terminated to allow for new authorized pregnancies by law-abiding citizens looking to start a family. Qualifying couples can now apply for the Prisoner Overflow List (fees may apply), yet another way to receive birth authorization. Pop Con second in command, Corrigan Mars, said, “We’re pleased to provide options for couples looking to start a family. The goal of population control isn’t to restrict births, but rather to amplify the positive effects each successive generation has on our society. The Prison Overflow List is a groundbreaking example of how to replace criminals with seeds of potential.”
 
    
 
   All prisoners meeting the terms of the new law have been notified, as well as their families. The terminations will begin on Tuesday, with over fifty thousand new birth authorizations to be issued, a historical most for a single day. The Prison Overflow List, however, has already stretched to over five hundred thousand. 
 
    
 
   These new laws have no impact on current laws that call for all Pop Con violators to be terminated immediately. Future offenders will also be terminated without trial.
 
    
 
   Have a question about the Population Control Decree? Speak ‘Get to know Pop Con law’ into your holo-screen. The new interactive Pop Con Quiz will ensure you and your family are up to date on the latest legislation.
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   Patty1: Yes! My husband and I are number 82,551 on the Prisoner Overflow List! We’ve been waiting five years for authorization, and now it seems like it might be right around the corner. Thank you Pop Con!
 
    
 
   HarryJenkins17: Guess I won’t rob U-Bank like I was planning. The twelve-year prison sentence would be over the limit and then I’d be dead!
 
    
 
   EdwardFung8: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   The pale moon glow makes her legs look even longer. 
 
   In the shadows, the Destroyer is practically shaking with excitement as he watches Michael Kelly’s assistant make her way to the waiting aut-car, her high heels clicking on the pavement. First he’ll conquer Lacey Long Legs and then he’ll find a way into her boss’s good graces. 
 
   He remembers the series of flirty smiles Lacey gave him while he was waiting for his meeting with the Pop Con Head. A devilish grin forms on his face as he waits another second, then two.
 
   When she’s halfway to the aut-car, he strides confidently from hiding. “Oh. Hi, Lacey,” he says, admiring the fake surprise he pushes into his voice.
 
   She jumps a little, her gorgeous red lips making an “O.” But she recovers quickly when she sees who it is, that sexy smile of hers returning. She wants him—he can feel it in his bones. “Hi. Mr. Destovan, was it?” Of course she remembers his name.
 
   “Yes.” He smiles back widely, a charming face of innocence. 
 
   “How was your meeting with Mr. Kelly?” she asks. She leans forward slightly, and his eyes roam straight to her cleavage. If that’s not a sign, he doesn’t know what is. 
 
   “He busted my balls a bit,” he admits. Women like honesty. 
 
   She laughs. “Don’t let it get to you; he’s like that with everyone.”
 
   “I won’t,” the Destroyer says. “Where ya headed? We could share an aut-car?”
 
   “Thanks for the offer, but I doubt we’re going in the same direction. My place is south.” She shrugs, like it’s such a huge shame.
 
   Luckily, he was ready for this so he doesn’t miss a beat. “Me, too. Just because I’m a Hunter doesn’t mean I’m a billionaire. I’ve only been on the job a week.” He laughs at his own joke. “To be honest, it would help a lot to split the ride, if it’s okay with you?” He feels ridiculous asking when he already knows she’s looking for any opportunity to spend more time with him. But he plays the part well, raising an eyebrow and mimicking the type of sheepish expression he’s seen others wear. 
 
   “Well, I could use the savings, too,” Lacey says, as if cutting costs is the only reason she accepts. As she leads the way to the car, he resists the urge to cop a feel under her absurdly short skirt, which she seems to use as a deadly lure, sashaying her hips side to side. Her talents are wasted in some silly government office, the Destroyer thinks. Oh well, my gain. 
 
   The doors open automatically as they approach, rising straight up. She delicately climbs in one side, careful to hold her skirt against her thigh flesh to keep it from riding up. He eases in beside her, somewhat surprised that she doesn’t immediately slide over to the center to get closer to him. At the same time, he’s enjoying the little game they’re playing.
 
   She punches her address into a screen, and then turns to him. “How do you want to split it?” she says. 
 
   “We’ll go half and half to your place, and then I’ll pay full from there.”
 
   “Really? But then you’ll pay more than half of the total fare.” How can someone make a frown look so hot? he marvels. His hand drops into the empty space between them, and he has to use every last bit of strength to keep it pinned to the leather seat. 
 
   “It won’t be much difference,” he says. “I won’t have to go far.” In other words, he’s not planning on leaving her apartment. She acts surprised, as if she didn’t already know exactly what’s happening. 
 
   “Great,” she says, swiping her LifeCard for half the payment. He does the same with his card, and they settle into a breathless silence as the car pulls out, jimmying into traffic, which gives way, their sensors, cameras and navigation systems automatically working together to determine the most efficient traffic patterns for everyone. A heavy blanket of sexual tension seems to cover them, making the Destroyer’s mouth water. 
 
   They make small talk as the car drives them south, although he knows it’s all part of the game. Lacey hates her job, but it pays better than anything else she could get with her qualifications. He says she deserves better. She says thanks. Blah blah blah. He can’t wait to arrive at her place so they stop all this nonsense and really have some fun. Although he desperately wants to touch her leg with his human hand, he doesn’t want to be the one to make the first move. After all, he’s a Hunter and she’s just an assistant. If anyone should be throwing themselves around, it’s her.
 
   Twenty minutes later the car pulls to the curb. Thank God, he thinks. The conversation was hitting all new lows as the topic for the last ten minutes was the weather. The row house is two stories tall, but so thin he could practically stretch his arms across the whole of it. His first thought is: Are we even going to fit? The thought makes him laugh slightly. There’s a light on in the upstairs window—probably the kind that comes on as soon as it gets dark, so potential intruders think you’re home.
 
   As the door opens and she begins to step out, he says, “Walk you to your door?”
 
   She looks back, smiles, and says, “That’s really not necessary. It might not look it, but this area’s pretty safe.”
 
   Hard to get—he likes it. Putting on his best impression of a gentleman, he says, “Ma’am, I’d feel much better if I did.”
 
   “I appreciate it, and you’re so sweet, but my boyfriend probably won’t think too kindly of a random guy bringing me home, even if you’re only a teenager.”
 
   Boyfriend? Only a teenager? She can’t be more than twenty-one herself, but for the first time since he laid eyes on her, a shred of doubt pierces his mojo. It only lasts a second though, replaced by the heat of anger. Has she been playing him for a fool this whole time? 
 
   She steps out and the door starts to close. He watches her tantalizing skirt mock him with each step toward her door. 
 
   The aut-car door is half-closed when the scanner reads her eyes and her front door opens from bottom to top. 
 
   The machine half of his body firing like pistons, he dives across the seat and out the door just before it closes. She doesn’t even look back as she enters her pathetic little house, where her pathetic little boyfriend is likely waiting. 
 
   He sprints for her front door, which is already reversing, top to bottom. Gracefully, quietly, he slides inside. The door grinds closed behind him. 
 
   Still not realizing he’s there, she says, “Lamp on.” A soft orange light emanates from a swan-shaped lamp and she shrugs off her purse, sets it on a table, and shouts, “Barry, I’m home!”
 
   Ugh. Maybe he underestimated her stupidity even more than he thought. Barry? Really? Heavy footsteps sound on a thin set of stairs leading to the second floor. 
 
   A large man the size of a professional hoverball player descends with a smile. He notices the Destroyer immediately and the smile fades. “Who the hell are you?” he says.
 
   Lacey turns and her face morphs into one of disgust. It’s the ugliest he’s ever seen her look. Suddenly, conquering her is the furthest thing from his mind. He has no interest in the length of her legs—which are beginning to look deathly pale and far too bony—or the ample size of her breasts—which are clearly being helped by one of those newfangled bras that add a size or two, if they’re even real, that is.
 
   Instead, he only wants to break her the way she tried to break him with her flirtatious comments and smiles, which she never planned to act on. “Mr. Destovan?” she says. “Did you need to make another appointment with Mr. Kelly?” As if their only relationship is professional, he thinks disgustedly. 
 
   “Your girlfriend is a filthy little flirt,” the Destroyer says to Barry. “You should keep her on a tighter leash.”
 
   “Look, kid, I don’t know who you are or what your game is, but you’d better get the HELL out of our place, or I’m calling the Crows.”
 
   “I don’t think so,” he says.
 
   “Mr. Destovan, if I gave you the wrong impression, I’m sorry, but please leave.” Lacey’s voice is higher than before, the stress of the situation taking a toll. 
 
   “You did it on purpose,” the Destroyer says. “Crossing and uncrossing your legs so I could get a better view...”
 
   “It’s a nervous habit of mine,” Lacey explains.
 
   “The smiles…”
 
   “I was trying to be nice—it’s part of my job.”
 
   “Sharing a ride…”
 
   “I was trying to save fifty bucks.”
 
   “You led me on,” the Destroyer says. “And now it’s time to pay up.”
 
   “We’re not giving you any money,” the moron boyfriend says, as if the Hunter has any need for more money. 
 
   The Destroyer takes a step forward, feeling the familiar rush of energy as his metal parts react seamlessly with his human ones. Different parts of the same perfect machine. 
 
   “Listen, kid—” Barry raises a thick finger.
 
   “I’m not a kid!” The Destroyer is on him in an instant, his metal fist colliding with Barry’s forearms as he raises them to protect his head. He howls as his bones shatter and he crashes backwards into the wall. Lacey screams and begins scrabbling for her bag, likely trying to use her holo-screen to call for help. Another punch and Barry is unconscious, or maybe dead. 
 
   Adrenaline and training guiding his every move, the Destroyer aims a kick at Lacey’s hands, which are grabbing for her device. She shrieks and drops the holo-screen, and he feels the slightest pang of sadness that this night isn’t going the way he planned. But then he remembers how this slut treated him like another one of her playthings, and the feeling disappears.
 
   He grabs her by the neck with his human hand and slings her to the floor next to her so-called boyfriend. She tries to scream again, but he compresses her windpipe with his fingers and it comes out as a strangled gasp. 
 
   The soft lines of her slender neck distract him for a moment, but he shakes it off quickly. “Watch,” he says. As if she has a choice. Her eyes are bugging out as he turns her to look at Barry, releasing his grip just enough to give her a life-maintaining suck of air. 
 
   He punches Barry in the face with his cyborg fist. She tries to struggle, to kick at him, but he presses his heavy body on top of hers, exactly the way he’d planned to do, albeit under very different circumstances.
 
   But in some ways, he prefers it this way. Sex, after all, is just sex. This is power, control…growth. 
 
   He hits Barry again, and again, and again, until his face is a purple/black/red mushroom of mangled destruction. It’s not that different than the way Domino probably looked in the aftermath of the bomb blast that made him who he is today. The only difference is that he walked away from it stronger. Barry, on the other hand, won’t be walking ever again. 
 
   Taking a quick break from Barry, he moves his metal hand to Lacey’s neck, sliding his human fingers down to her chest. He squeezes hard and feels a flutter of excitement as tears drip from her eyes. He could have her now, if he wanted. 
 
   Instead he tightens his grip on her neck and watches her die.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Where’s Lacey?” Corr asks, entering Michael Kelly’s office. 
 
   “So far, she’s a no-show,” Michael says, not looking up from his holo-screen.
 
   “Pity.”
 
   “Don’t be such a perv.”
 
   Without being invited, Corrigan Mars takes a seat. “When does Domino Destovan’s task force begin their mission?” he asks.
 
   “I didn’t select Destovan as the leader,” Michael says.
 
   “What? The interview was supposed to be a formality.” Corr tries to turn the screen so he can see what’s got his boss’s attention.
 
   “Maybe for you,” Michael says, grabbing the screen and holding it firmly. “But not for me. Destovan is a psychopath. He should be locked up.”
 
   “Locked up?” Corr says incredulously. “He took down an entire UnBee Shack on his own yesterday. He’s a superstar.”
 
   “Not with his past,” Michael says. “His sister was the last Slip. He was brought up in a state military academy due to his impressive physical and mental test scores.”
 
   “You make it sound like all those are bad things.”
 
   “When a psychopath is smart and strong, it’s a very bad thing.”
 
   “We’ll have to agree to disagree on Mr. Destovan. I think you’re making a big mistake.”
 
   “He doesn’t know how to take orders. He’s a liability.”
 
   “Once you might have said the same thing about me.”
 
   “Good point. You’re fired, too.”
 
   “What? If this is your idea of a joke…”
 
   “No joke,” Michael says. “Pack up your things and get the hell out of the building. I’ve alerted the security bots so there won’t be any problems.” The door opens and two huge security bots march in, taking position on either side of the frame.
 
   Corr shakes his head, his lips tight with anger. For a second Michael thinks he might jump across the desk and try to bite him. “This isn’t the end of this,” Corr says. He spits, aiming for Michael’s face, but hitting his dark shirt instead. 
 
   “Knowing you, I wouldn’t expect it to be,” Michael says calmly, waving a hand at the door. “Don’t make this harder than it has to be.”
 
   Corrigan Mars pounds a fist into the wall before exiting, and Michael considers ordering one of the security bots to pound a fist into his head, but he lets the moment pass. Keeping a cool head is one of the only reasons he’s survived as Head of Pop Con for so long.
 
   The door closes, and he turns back to the screen, where Harrison’s projected face smiles back at him. Bright blue eyes, a confident smile bordering on cocky, tousled blond hair. A pinprick of regret jabs him in the heart. As a protector, he’s done all right so far. But as a father, he’s been dismal. He knows one of the only reasons Harrison’s become such an arrogant temperamental teen is because of his absence growing up. He takes full responsibility for his son’s shortcomings. If he was a better father, he’d make his bent relationship with his son a priority.
 
   Instead, he swipes the photo away and focuses on his bigger problem; namely, the Slip investigation. At least he’s back in control of it. With Corr and his attack dog, the slightly scary Destovan kid, out of the picture, he can steer the task force in whatever direction he wants. In other words, the wrong direction. 
 
   “Camera one-oh-two,” he says. His holo-screen shows him an image of Corr’s office, which is already in shambles. Apparently Corr didn’t take his dismissal too well. His holo-screen is on the floor, a diagonal crack running from corner to corner; the chair is overturned, one of its legs bent at an unnatural angle; all the photos and plaques from his desk are overturned. 
 
   “Camera forty-nine,” he says. The view switches to the elevator. Corr stands empty handed, a security bot on either side, holding him by the elbows. Evidently he only went back to his office to trash it, leaving all his personal possessions behind.
 
   In some ways he envies him, being able to walk away from this life. God knows Michael wants to, and he almost did nine years ago during the last Slip investigation. He’d kept the task force chasing their tails for as long as he could, until the public opinion against him had turned toxic. Another few weeks and he’d likely have been fired. But he couldn’t let that happen, not when his other son might need him some day, so he finally let them catch the little girl and her father. On his order they’d killed them. 
 
   Are all the deaths worth it to save his son’s life? As a father and an imperfect human, he knows he’d kill anyone so his son could live. Even still, from his position as Head of Pop Con, he’s done everything in his power to minimize the termination of UnBees during his watch. And yet it’s still never enough. He’s not in denial—he knows his soul will be stained red for all of eternity.
 
   Projected from his screen, the lifter doors open and Corr steps out. “Camera one,” Michael says. For hopefully the last time, Michael Kelly watches his old friend step from the Pop Con building, the security bots only releasing him when he shakes them off. An aut-car waits for him at the curb.
 
   Michael’s about to move on to the next crisis, when Corr turns back and looks directly at the camera. Directly at him. 
 
   And he smiles.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Harrison wonders how long it will be before the school calls his father. It’s possible they’ve already called him. An absence by a model student like him would certainly raise all sorts of alarm bells. He wishes he could see his father’s face. Maybe this will finally get his attention.
 
   Although the last time he was here, nearly a decade earlier, he was only a child, he knows the building. Beige stone block walls full of graffiti that no cleaner has ever managed to fully scrub away; thick bars over the shatterproof windows; a tall wrought-iron fence around the whole complex. He’s looked at projections of it a hundred times from his holo-screen, wondering which barred window was his mother’s. 
 
   He steps aside as a dog-walker bot passes steering a dozen dogs by their leashes. The dogs strain and pull and crisscross and bark, but, incredibly, the eight-armed bot manages to keep them all untangled and moving forward. 
 
   “Good morning,” the bot says, and Harrison can tell it’s trying to scan his eyes. He turns away and doesn’t respond. Bots are notorious for snitching, and if the bot matches his eye signature with the school absences database, he’ll be busted before he even has a chance to think about visiting his mom, much less break her out. 
 
   The bot continues on and Harrison does the same, running his hand along the thin iron bars of the fence. Each vertical bar is connected by two horizontal bars, one high and one low, coming to a sharp point at the top. Climbing it would be next to impossible. Fortunately, he has a different plan.
 
   There are four security bots at the gate, two inside and two outside. Harrison stops and says, “Visitor for Janice Kelly.”
 
   “Name,” one of the bots drones, as if he’s already the millionth visitor of the day.
 
   “Harrison Kelly.”
 
   “Please hold for verification.” Red light shoots from the bot’s visor, and Harrison does his best not to blink. Will the security bot scan the school absences database and find a match? He holds his breath and waits.
 
   After a moment, the bot says, “Harrison Kelly, son of Janice Kelly. You are on the visitor list with a maximum visit length of one hour. Failure to comply will result in physical removal from the premises.” 
 
   Harrison almost says, Don’t worry. I’ll remove myself from the premises, but knows it would be a mistake. Bots don’t do well with backtalk. 
 
   “Please wear your visitor’s badge at all times.” The bot hands him a surprisingly basic clip-on tag, although the weight of it suggests it contains some sort of tracking device. Eventually he’ll have to ditch it.
 
   He fastens it on his shirt and strides through the gate, which opens in front of him. Inside, one of the bots hands him a tiny holo-screen and says, “Our records show this is your first visit in the last year.” Try five years, Harrison thinks. “Please let the holo-screen guide you to Janice Kelly’s room. Do not stray from the highlighted route. In the case of an emergency, simply say ‘Help,’ and someone will be along shortly. Any questions?”
 
   Yeah, if I were to use the electromag-stick in my pocket on you, how long would it take for your circuits to fry? “No,” Harrison says. 
 
   “Proceed.”
 
   The holo-screen vibrates once, urging him forward. He follows the concrete path to a heavy steel door, which opens as he approaches. Inside, the walls are painted white, reflecting the harsh glare of the fluorescent lights overhead. The white tiles beneath his feet complete the stark ensemble. 
 
   The hallway shoots straight out in front of him, but there’s also a stairwell to his left. He looks at his holo-screen, which has a flashing yellow light guiding him forward. Just for the hell of it, Harrison turns left into the stairwell.
 
   The holo-screen vibrates angrily. “Please return to the highlighted route,” it says. 
 
   Harrison wheels around and moves back into the hall, squinting against the bright whiteness. The holo-screen stops vibrating, although he can tell it’s awaiting his next false move. No one comes to check on him though. Maybe it takes two or three violations before the security bots get antsy. Or maybe he has to go further off the route before it raises any alarm bells. He’s pretty sure he’ll find out eventually.
 
   Following the screen’s instructions, he makes his way down the hall and past an orderlies’ station. The woman at the desk doesn’t look up from the screen she’s hunched over. It’s a personal device, much smaller than the huge holo-screen on her desk. She’s probably reading a novel or watching some pointless show. 
 
   The hall comes to a T, and the screen sends him left. He’s feeling more confident now, both with the navigating and his plan. 
 
   A high-pitched scream startles him as a door to the right opens and a male orderly bursts from the room, slamming the door shut behind him. The moment the door closes, the scream is cut off. Soundproof rooms, Harrison realizes. The orderly rushes past without a second glance. “This job is so not worth the money,” he mutters to himself. 
 
   For the first time since he set out this morning, Harrison wonders what his mother will be like. He remembers her before, back when she used to paint with him, play games with him, teach him magic tricks. She helped him get ready for school, made him breakfast, and was there to greet him when he returned home. 
 
   His father, on the other hand, was rarely around. Being an important man and all, he didn’t have time for his family.
 
   When his mother was committed, he thought maybe that would change.
 
   But Harrison learned the hard way that even when you desperately want them to, some things will never change. 
 
   Thankfully, he doesn’t remember much of the period when his mother was slowly going crazy. At least his father did something right in shielding him from that. But he’ll always remember that last day, his only visit to the asylum after she was committed. She couldn’t sit still, her hands dancing around, tapping on her legs, on the bed, on each other. She kept standing up and sitting down, standing and sitting, like she couldn’t decide which she preferred. And she was talking nonstop. Some of it made sense—like when she said she loved him and would miss him; he cried when she said that—and other things scared the crap out of him—like what she said about his brother getting a dud Death Match. 
 
   Harrison never had a brother and he promised himself he’d never visit her again. He wonders whether the worst kind of broken promise is one you make to yourself.
 
   The holo-screen vibrates and he realizes that, lost in his thoughts and memories, he’s gone off track again. No flashing lights; no running feet; no warning shouts. “Please turn around and proceed to the stairwell,” the screen says. 
 
   “Yes, sir,” Harrison says, even though it’s a woman’s voice. 
 
   The screen ignores the jab. 
 
   He’s glad when the screen guides him up a flight of stairs, then another. For his plan to work, the higher they go the better. He enters the third floor, which looks identical to the first. There’s an orderlies’ station to his right. Finally his presence is acknowledged when a pretty young orderly smiles at him. Perfect, he thinks. 
 
   “Can I help you?” she says. He looks at his holo-screen, then back at her. Technically, he doesn’t need help. But he’s never been one to resist big brown eyes and a dazzling smile. He approaches the station, the holo-screen buzzing angrily. 
 
   “I’m visiting Janice Kelly,” he says. “I’m her son, Harrison.”
 
   “Oh my God!” she exclaims. “She talks about you all the time.”
 
   He feels a slight burn in his chest, like his breakfast isn’t agreeing with him. But he knows the sensation has nothing to do with food. It’s guilt. The moment his mother became a freak, he cut all ties with her. Bitterness crowds inside his mouth when he remembers how he used to join his friends in making fun of her insanity after she’d been sent to the asylum. 
 
   “Really?” he says, his tongue feeling thick and dry. 
 
   “Yes! Of course. I’m so glad you came. I’m Alice.” She sticks out a slender hand and he takes it. Her skin is cold and he retracts after only one shake. “Sorry,” she says. “This place feels like an icebox most of the time.”
 
   He nods. The holo-screen continues to vibrate. “So…”
 
   “Oh, yes, of course. Janice—I mean, your mother. She’s halfway down the hall, room three-oh-nine. Your visitor’s pass will open the door for you.”
 
   “Great. Thanks.”
 
   “Call if you need anything,” she says brightly, motioning to her large desk-mounted holo-screen. “I’ll be monitoring the visit. You know, just in case.”
 
   For a moment he’s worried she’s on to him, but then realizes Alice isn’t worried about him—she’s worried about his mother. “We’ll be fine,” he says.
 
   A minute later, room three-oh-nine stares at him. He takes a deep breath, extends his hand, and opens the door. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   For the first time ever, Janice can’t wait for Michael’s next visit. If she can only get control of her…issues…then maybe she can convince him that she’s okay. And then he’ll be forced to help her, right?
 
   The walls begin to close in on her and she feels the urge to scream rising in her throat, but then she takes a deep breath and pretends to push back at the room. To her surprise, the feeling passes. 
 
   Tick, tock, the watch says, still stuck on 3:02. “Shut up,” she says, willing the broken device to leave her alone. A moment passes, then another. When the watch remains silent, she claps her hands gleefully. She can do this. She can be sane. Mind over matter and all that. No screaming, no talking to things, no voices in her head. Three rules to follow. There will need to be other rules, too, but she’ll start with three. And by the time her husband comes around again, she’ll be ready to surprise him with her sanity. 
 
   She remembers the way his face looked that day, cracked with mourning and dried tear tracks. 
 
   “No!” she screams. Dammit. No screaming, Janice, she thinks. Rule number one. Repeatedly, she smacks the heel of her palm into her head. As a headache starts to throb in her forehead, she thinks of a fourth rule. “No hitting yourself,” she says. 
 
   “Memories are bad,” she adds. Wait, no. Most memories are good, but not the ones she remembers. She changes the rule slightly. “Bad memories are bad,” she says to the watch. Damn. She’s just broken rule number two: no talking to things. This is going to be harder than she thought. 
 
   The padded white walls fade, and she goes away to another place, another time. 
 
   She awakes every night from the same nightmare. Screaming. She always hears the screaming first, and it always takes her a moment to realize it’s her. By then Michael is stroking her back, whispering calming things to her.
 
   The nightmare is persistent, even when she tries sleeping pills, sleeping in different positions, at different times. A nap during the day will result in the same terror-filled dream: 
 
   Her son ripped from his bed by harsh hands that think of him as something deadly, something dangerous, something evil. They throw him to the floor, kick at him. He’s screaming and calling for “Daddy!” but, according to Michael, he’d gone for a night swim when it happened. Sometimes she wishes her husband had been there, too, which she knows is a terrible thought. 
 
   When the boy struggles, the Hunters laugh. One of them raises a black weapon and the boy freezes, his eyes wide and beautiful and full of the fear that she’s tried to shield him from since he was born. 
 
   BOOM!
 
   And that’s when she wakes up screaming. Whether it’s the nightmares themselves, or the lack of sleep that results, it eventually unhinges her. All she knows is that the days begin to blend together until they don’t exist anymore, until time is nothing but the space between bad dreams.
 
   She doesn’t know how long it takes before the nightmares come during the day, too, when she’s not even sleeping. They’re so vivid and so terrifying that she screams and screams and screams, until her voice becomes a hoarse whisper. When screaming doesn’t work, she tries to climb the walls to escape the images. When Michael returns from work, he sees the claw marks, but doesn’t say anything. She pretends they don’t exist. When the strips of peeled paint don’t disappear like they should, she pretends she doesn’t exist. Sometimes that helps.
 
   It isn’t until Harrison stops going near her that she realizes how bad things have gotten. But sometimes knowledge is an illusion, something written in books that cannot be recreated in real life. Janice can’t seem to veer from the path she’s on, even for her other son’s sake. The one who’s still alive.
 
   Even when they lock her up. Even when he runs away from her. 
 
   And when she whispers the truth about his brother to him just before the padded door closes, the look he gives her breaks her heart into thousands of jagged irreparable pieces. 
 
   I don’t know you, his look says.
 
   “NO! NO! NO! NO! NO!” she screams, clawing at her hair with one hand while pounding the bed with the other. “Leave. Me. ALONE!”
 
   She sits, panting, her shirt drenched in sweat and sticking to her back, waiting for the memory—the bad, bad memory—to return. Instead, she hears a noise.
 
   A click.
 
   And then the door starts to open.
 
   The face that fills the gap charges her with an emotion she hasn’t felt in many years:
 
   Joy.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Want to earn a competitive salary and protect our borders? 
 
   (image of young guy walking along a high wall, massive gun in hand) 
 
   Join the border guard today and help stop Jumpers and Diggers. 
 
   (a series of images flash by: a uniformed soldier piloting a drone; an explosion; two Hispanic-looking guys with their hands above their heads.)
 
   Speak “Strong borders” into your holo-screen to change your life. 
 
   Be Border Strong.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by the Department of Population Control.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   Everyone’s already up when Benson awakes the next morning. Subconsciously, he runs his fingers across each other, where Luce’s hands held his. His lips form a smile at the memory. Although it feels like a dream, because of the tingle on his skin he knows last night was as real as anything he’s ever experienced. 
 
   As if he’s been punched in the gut, however, the smile washes away with the memory of Luce’s story. She’s seen and experienced horrible, horrible things. But she survived and escaped. Even still, he knows she’ll never truly escape what she witnessed—what almost happened to her. 
 
   His next thought is: What’s Check going to say when he finds out they held hands twice now? Does he have to tell him? Benson knows the answer is yes, but his mind cycles through possible excuses not to, none of which are valid. 
 
   As if on cue, his friend says, “Hey Bense, you’re missing everything.” The holo-screen is on in the background, the volume unmuted, but still not loud enough to hear from across the room. He can, however, read the headline:
 
   Pop Con Lieutenant Sacked
 
   “Mars is out,” Check says. 
 
   Benson drags himself to his feet and staggers to the couch, slumping into the last available space, between Gonzo and Rod. He rubs the sleep out of his eyes. “Where are Luce and Geoffrey?” he asks, his eyes darting around the room and finding the two missing. 
 
   “Off on an early morning Pick,” Check says. “She was in such a hurry she barely looked at me.”
 
   “That’s because she didn’t want to see your ugly face,” Rod says. “Repugnante!”
 
   “And she was in a hurry because your morning breath is so foul,” Gonzo adds.
 
   “Repugnante!” Rod reiterates. 
 
   “Jealousy is a sad thing,” Check says, which sends guilt thumping in Benson’s heart. Luce held my hand, he thinks, trying out the words in his head. They sound so good to him, but he knows they’ll be like poisonous darts to his best friend’s ears. 
 
   Putting off the inevitable conversation, Benson turns his attention to the holo-screen. A video of two security bots escorting Corrigan Mars from the Pop Con building runs repeatedly, as analysts speculate as to what sort of infraction he might have committed. The last shot is of him smiling back at the building, which is both weird and creepy. “Unbelievable,” Benson says, thinking of his father right away. His father’s been working with Mars for over a decade, why would he sack him now?
 
   “Yeah, I’d suggest celebrating,” Check says, “but I’ve got a feeling his replacement will be just as awful.” Benson nods and the story flips over to a different angle of the same building. A guy dressed in Hunter gear approaches a door manned by a single security bot. There’s something strange about him, like he’s not symmetrical. A cyborg, he realizes, with a metal arm and leg and strips of metal on his face and skull. He walks with a confident stride. No, a swagger. Like he’s untouchable, unbreakable. 
 
   The camera zooms in to show the bot scanning the cyborg Hunter’s eyes. Stiffly, the machine steps across the door, blocking it. Benson leans in, trying to listen to the story over the noise from some argument that’s broken out between Gonzo and Rod about who can do more pushups. 
 
   A clear burst of audio comes through the speakers:
 
   “What the hell?” the cyborg says.
 
   “Domino Destovan, your employment with the Department of Population Control has been terminated. Please step away from the door and vacate the area immediately.” The bot’s voice is emotionless.
 
   The cameraman is in the perfect position to get a side shot of the guy’s expression, which instantly changes from a smug grin to an angry glare. “I demand to speak to someone,” he growls. His muscles are tensed, his hands fisted. He looks like he’s ready to smash through the security bot. 
 
   “If you have a concern, please speak ‘Pop Con operator’ into your holo-screen.” The security bot remains in front of the door. 
 
   The cyborg’s chest fills with air and then he lets it out slowly, as if considering what to do. He nods, as if making a decision. His fists tighten so much that the camera operator is able to catch the whitening of the Hunter’s knuckles on his human hand. Clearly someone must’ve tipped the camera operator off about what was about to go down. 
 
   A long moment passes with the cyborg and bot motionless, so that it almost looks as if the video has frozen. But then the cyborg erupts into movement, his entire body working together. His stance widens, his left hand rears in front of him defensively, and his right arm—the metal one—pulls back, winding up, going for a haymaker punch.
 
   You’d have to be crazy to take a swing at a security bot. 
 
   There’s a sudden squeal of tires and an aut-car slides to a stop next to the cyborg, who pauses in mid-punch, arching his eyebrows and staring at the car. Benson’s lips curl into a smile; this jerk’s about to get a beat down. The door opens and there’s a shout from the car. “Get in!” The Hunter hesitates for the barest of seconds, before striding to the vehicle and sliding in, the door slamming behind him. With the roar of an engine, the car zooms off.
 
   Benson stares blankly at the screen. What the hell just happened? “Did you see that?” he says to no one in particular.
 
   “I could do more pushups with one arm than you could do with two,” Rod says.
 
   “That’s what your momma said to me last night,” Gonzo says, which doesn’t seem to make sense in the context of the argument. Check is laughing so loudly he’s snorting. 
 
   Hopeless, Benson thinks. “You’ve seen this story already, yeah?” Benson says. His friends are typical news junkies; even they would pause their fighting to watch a breaking news bite. 
 
   “Only about twelve times,” Check says. “Rod thinks the cyborg wasn’t really fired, and that the government has bigger plans for him. Gonzo thinks Rod’s an idiot, and that the cyborg will be broken down for parts, living out the rest of his life as a one-armed, one-legged street beggar.”
 
   “What do you think?” Benson asks.
 
   “I think this Domino Destovan character has some good friends who didn’t want to see him get hurt,” Check says.
 
   His friend could’ve slapped him and it wouldn’t have stung any more. Good friends…slap! Get hurt…slap! For a split-second he wonders if Luce already came clean and told Check about what happened between them. But no, his friend is grinning at Rod and Gonzo, who have dropped onto all fours, doing pushups in tandem, counting together. 
 
   While they’re distracted, he should just tell Check what happened. I held hands with Luce. Luce held hands with me. We…like each other. I’m sorry, Check. So sorry. It’s not like I planned it.
 
   His mouth opens, he licks his lips, says, “I—”
 
   The volume jumps sharply, booming from the speakers. “Although an official Pop Con statement released earlier this morning claims their analysts haven’t made further progress on identifying the Slip, we have just received contradicting information from an anonymous source.”
 
   “Stupid malfunctioning holo-screen,” Check mutters. “Volume, ten percent.” Benson and Check are on the edge of their seats, waiting to hear what the anonymous source says about the Slip investigation. Even Rod and Gonzo stop their pushup battle to watch and listen. 
 
   The reporter, a silver-haired man with a bronze tan and artificially smooth skin, pauses for effect and then says, “Our source claims the Slip is a teenager.”
 
   “Crap,” Check says.
 
   “No way,” Rod says.
 
   Gonzo drops, does another pushup, and says, “Victoria!”
 
   Benson just gapes at the screen, wondering how this could’ve happened on his father’s watch. His heart skips a beat. A teenager? Wait, it couldn’t mean…could it?
 
   “Although Pop Con analysts are still trying to determine the exact age of the Slip, they’re fairly certain it’s a male between the ages of thirteen and eighteen. Our source has promised us exclusive information as the investigation progresses.”
 
   As the news returns to the unexpected firing of Corrigan Mars and Domino Destovan, Gonzo and Rod continue arguing, and Benson and Check look at each other. “Heads are gonna roll,” Check says.
 
   “What do you mean?” Benson says. A grotesque image of his father holding his own head in his hands pops into his head. He cringes and blinks it away. 
 
   Check gawks at him like he’s the one holding his own head. “A teenage Slip? Letting an Unauthorized Being get this far is a disaster. Not only will it encourage others to risk unauthorized births with the hope that they’ll slip through the cracks in the system, but it undermines the authority of the government. It also proves that the delicate population balance isn’t so delicate after all. I mean, no one starved because of one lousy Slip. In fact, it’s more likely that the Slip has been struggling to feed himself all these years.”
 
   Benson chews on his friend’s words. Does one illegal kid really mean that much? And how did his father manage to miss this one? Unless… The memory of the first time he saw his father get drunk rises to the surface of his mind. It was just after they caught the last Slip, the five-year-old girl. A burst of loneliness explodes in his chest. How could he have kept so many secrets from the five people he trusts more than anything? He has the desire to spill his guts, to tell them everything, including his suspicions about what he really is, starting with how he and Luce held hands. 
 
   The door opens and Luce walks in, trailed closely by Geoffrey. Their eyes meet and his lips quiver as he tries—and fails—to suppress his grin. She smiles, too, her eyes sparkling like blue diamonds. 
 
   “Hey, Luce,” Check says. She flinches, as if only just noticing that Benson’s not the only one in the room. 
 
   Benson understands exactly. The thrill of seeing her for the first time since the previous night fizzles in Benson’s chest, because he realizes that when she walked in, the entire room disappeared and it was just them. He made his friends disappear. 
 
   He looks at his hands, ashamed. 
 
   “Uh, hey,” she says.
 
   “Any luck?” Check asks. There’s a thud as Rod and Gonzo’s argument transitions into a full-on wrestling match. 
 
   Benson feels her eyes boring into the side of his head, but he can’t bring himself to meet her gaze. 
 
   There’s an awkward silence, but then Geoffrey says, “Aw man, you should’ve seen it! We Picked one rich old woman when she was screaming at her valet, then a guy the second he stepped from his aut-car, and finished by pulling the old trip-’n-Pick on a businessman in a twenty-thousand-dollar suit. Total take was eight hundred.”
 
   Gonzo manages to squeeze from the headlock Rod’s got him in for long enough to say, “Rock on, pequeno amigo.” 
 
   Check says, “Beautiful and talented.” Everyone in the room knows he’s not talking about Geoffrey. Benson’s cheeks feel like they’re about to spontaneously combust. He finds a hangnail that’s particularly interesting and tries to focus on that. 
 
   “Breaking news,” the reporter says, pulling everyone’s attention to the screen. His Picking conquests momentarily forgotten, Geoffrey sits cross-legged on the floor. Luce flops down between Benson and Check, the hand on Benson’s side so close, easily within touching distance. In a perfect world, he’d reach out and grab it. But then he sees that her other hand is in her lap, almost reaching across to her other side, as if purposely keeping it as far away from Check as possible. 
 
   Benson tries to focus on the screen, where the same silver-haired reporter is reading notes that a mechanical arm has only just placed in front of him. 
 
   “A credible anonymous source claims to know the identity of the Slip, or at least the false identity illegally created in the Pop Con system. As I’m sure all of our viewers know, UnBees and Slips do not legally have names or identities.” The reporter lets that sink in, still scanning his notes. Benson feels Luce’s fingers graze his thigh. He jerks his head to see if Check noticed, but his full attention is on the reporter. 
 
   His eyes meet Luce’s and a thousand words seem to pass between them, sending Benson’s thoughts swirling like a tornado. 
 
   The reporter continues, drawing Benson away from his muddled mind. “There’s no real photo in the system for the Slip, although there’s a doctored image that’s clearly a fake. That’s one of the warning flags that were raised during a random auto-scan that specifically seeks to identify potential Slips.” Clearly the reporter is trying to draw out the story, withholding the name until the moment of maximum suspense. 
 
   “Out with it,” Check mutters. He glances at Benson, who pretends not to notice, thankful that Luce’s hand is safely away from his thigh. 
 
   “Authorities believe the Slip is sixteen years old, the oldest Slip ever identified,” the reporter continues, building up the facts like he’s constructing a tower out of toy blocks. 
 
   “Bot-lickers,” Geoffrey says. “He’s as old as you guys.”
 
   “Language, Geoff,” Lucy warns. 
 
   Benson doesn’t admit he was thinking the exact same thing.
 
   “The name was created eight years ago and pinned to a retina ID. According to our source, the retina ID is assumed to be fake, as well as the name.”
 
   “I’m bored,” Gonzo says.
 
   “You’re always bored,” Rod says. “Now silencio, we’re trying to listen.”
 
   “The assumed name of the Slip is…”
 
   The entire room—save for perhaps Gonzo, who’s in the process of tying his shoes together—seems to hold their collective breaths. At least Benson knows that because of his father it won’t be him—can never be him.
 
   “…Benson Mack,” the reporter says.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Past article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Street Punks Reign in Saint Louis 
 
   Recent statistics show that petty crime by ‘Pickers’ has increased significantly over the last year, forcing Pop Con to raise the sentence for offenders over age twelve to a minimum eight years in prison, which will potentially result in termination for repeat offenders under the new prison overflow laws. However, those accused will still be entitled to a trial and sentencing, unlike those who commit population control crimes, who will continue to be terminated upon capture. 
 
    
 
   “Our dedication to keeping our streets clean is one thousand percent,” Mayor Strombaugh was quoted as saying. “We believe harsher penalties for Picking will help protect the people of Saint Louis, as well as lead to a greater number of birth authorizations for our deserving, law-abiding citizens. 
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly, the Head of Pop Con, was not available for comment. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   SandraWilson3: I had my LifeCard stolen while walking through the Tube. Thank you for taking this danger seriously.
 
    
 
   TheodoreDawes11: Can’t wait for my wife and me to move up on the Prisoner Overflow List!
 
    
 
   JasonHughes1: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   StarHeaven: Mayor Strommy is SO CUTE!
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   If the Destroyer wasn’t so pissed, he’d be confused as hell. In his current state, however, all he wants are some freaking answers.
 
   “Why was I fired?” he says. 
 
   Corrigan Mars stares straight ahead. “Mr. Kelly isn’t thinking clearly.”
 
   “Was this because of last night?”
 
   Corr’s head snaps toward him. “What happened last night?”
 
   Stupid mouth. The Destroyer tries to get control of his temper, which will only cause him to make stupid decisions, say stupid things. “Uh, nothing. Just a disagreement with Michael Kelly. I thought it was resolved.” Obviously if any of this was about what happened with the cruel but gorgeous assistant and her dumbass boyfriend he would’ve been arrested instead of fired. And after what he did with their bodies, the world may never know what really happened to them.
 
   He almost smiles at the thought. It was the first time he’d killed anyone he wasn’t ordered to kill. And yet, they were just as deserving of death as the others.
 
   Corr holds his stare for a moment, as if trying to read his mind. Finally, he looks away and says, “Yeah, me too.” He folds his hands together. God, that man’s eyebrows are bushy, the Destroyer thinks, wondering how he didn’t notice it until now. Then again, until yesterday and today, he’d never been in such close proximity. 
 
   “Why am I here then?” he asks. He braces himself with his metal arm as the car takes a corner with heart-pumping speed. The aut-car seems to be breaking every single traffic law ever created. It gives him a pointless blaze of satisfaction being a part of it. 
 
   “You may be officially ‘fired,’”—Corr makes air quotes with his fingers, as if the word is something a child would say—“but unofficially your employment begins now.”
 
   “I don’t understand. Why would I want to work unofficially?” Whatever that even means.
 
   “Because you’ll be working directly for me. No more small-minded imbeciles like Hodge. No more having to answer for every little decision you make. You get the job done, and I won’t ask how. You see, Destroyer”—he can’t help but smile at the nickname—“you’ll be free, completely off the books.”
 
   He mulls it over, wondering how he could possibly be this lucky. Because I’m a freaking rock star, he thinks to himself. “What do you want me to do?” he asks.
 
   “Kill the damn Slip.”
 
   He doesn’t flinch, savoring the moment, which feels as if he’s standing on a mountain peak. “What are the rules?” he asks.
 
   “I want this done quickly and outside of official channels. There are no rules.” 
 
   “When do I start?”
 
   “Immediately. My own private Hawk has already located a potential match for the target, the name Benson Mack coming up numerous times from holo-ad eye-scans near a known hideout for undesirables, well-hidden from thermal sensors. The Crows have been watching it for a few weeks, hoping it would lead to a larger group.”
 
   “Won’t Pop Con move on it first?” He’s having trouble grasping the fact that he no longer works for Pop Con. 
 
   “Michael Kelly is spineless. He screwed up the last Slip hunt, and he’ll screw up this one, too. We’re the only hope for the city. You in?” Corrigan Mars smiles. 
 
   The Destroyer smiles back. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Her face is so gaunt and pale that Harrison wonders whether he’s got the wrong room. Wearing all red and sitting on the bed with her shoes on, the woman’s lips are parted slightly, in what he thinks is meant to be a smile. A smile by someone who has forgotten how to smile.
 
   But then he sees her eyes and all is remembered. Staring into those crystal-blue orbs, slightly wet with moisture, he finds the woman who raised him, who sang him soft lullabies when he was just a stupid kid afraid of the dark, who cut his hair and tucked him in, and never missed one of his hoverball games, even when he was only six and could barely balance on his board. 
 
   She blinks and that woman disappears, the brilliant color of her eyes faded with madness, the whites a web of red veins. He wonders whether he’s made a huge mistake in coming here.
 
   “Son, is that really you?” she asks. Her voice is scratchy, kilometers away from her singing voice, which was always soothing to his ears. 
 
   “Hi, Mom,” he says. 
 
   She reaches for him, as if her gesture might draw him closer, but when he closes the door and stands stock-still, her hand drops lifelessly to her lap. 
 
   He realizes why she’s forced to wear all red: So she’s easy to spot amongst the white walls and fluorescent lights.
 
   This is going to be impossible. 
 
   He knows he can walk out right now and never look back, go back to his life as one of the most popular kids in school, win the State Championships, make out with Nadine on a daily basis. All that is waiting for him—and it’s not a bad life, right? Most kids would kill for his life. And yet, the temptation has lost its luster, maybe forever. 
 
   All that’s left is the truth, which, of course, gives him another option. He could demand that she tell him what she meant by her last words, and then he could leave, guilty of nothing but ditching school, a first-time offense that would get him a slap on the wrist and perhaps a shred of attention from his absent father. 
 
   “I’ve missed you, Harrison,” she says, and by the soft surrender in her voice he knows he’ll go through with his crazy plan no matter what the risks. 
 
   “I—” He doesn’t know what to say. His feet are stuck to the floor. Focus, he thinks to himself. He scans the room, which doesn’t have much to it. White walls, padded. White floor and ceiling, also padded. White sheets on the bed. His mother in all red—except for her white shoes—like a massive bloodstain. A large dark-purple half-sphere, attached to the high ceiling. An Eye, watching everything they do, maybe listening to everything they say. 
 
   He steps forward pretending not to notice it. Is the nice lady, Alice, watching his every move?
 
   His mother’s arms are open, trembling slightly, as if anticipating an embrace. When he stops with his back to the camera, she stiffens and seems to hold her breath. He’s not here to comfort her, to tell her he’s sorry and that everything’s going to be okay. Maybe all that will come later, but he hasn’t thought that far ahead. No, he’s here for one reason and one reason alone.
 
   Positioning his hand just in front of his chest, where the Eye won’t be able to see it, he uses the secret language his mother taught him when he was little: sign language. In slow, precise hand movements, he asks Do you want to leave? To anyone watching through the Eye, he’ll look like nothing more than an emotionally distraught teenager seeing his mother for the first time in years, unsure of how to approach her. 
 
   His mother raises a hand to her mouth and her eyes pool with tears. Fortunately for him, it’s the perfect response for anyone who might be watching. A mother, overcome with emotion at being reunited with her son. Then another perfect response: she nods. 
 
   Can I bring Zoran? she signs back. 
 
   The Eye will have seen that, but he’s guessing her strange hand movements will be laughed off as just another mark of her insanity. He shrugs, not understanding the question. Who’s Zoran except a character from a silly children’s holo-screen program? He didn’t have time for such mindless crap growing up. His days were full of friends and sports and school. 
 
   She holds up a watch. Zoran’s strong, stern expression stares at him from the glass face, behind the clock’s hands, which aren’t moving. Oh. Is he really ready for this? He wonders whether breaking her out is the easy part; looking after a crazy woman who treats a watch like a person may be the real challenge. 
 
   He nods and she cradles the watch like it’s a baby, rubbing its glass face with a single finger. God. He snaps his fingers to get her attention. “Mom, I’ve missed you,” he says, intending it only for the Eye and whoever’s behind it. 
 
   She straightens up, her eyes still glistening. “Harrison, I—you’re so grown up,” she says.
 
   “No thanks to you,” he says coldly, so that anyone watching will think the reunion’s about to go awry. It doesn’t hurt that the emotions behind his words are real. 
 
   She flinches, as if he’s slapped her. “I—I—”
 
   “You left me.”
 
   “They took us.” She motions to Zoran, as if he’s as much a victim as her.
 
   “You gave them no other choice,” Harrison says loudly, gritting his teeth. He starts pacing, which is meant to be all for show, but the movement helps to calm his racing heart. He stops suddenly, running his hands through his hair for effect. “I—I’m sorry, Mom. I didn’t come here for this.” I came here to get you out, he signs. Follow my lead. We need a diversion. 
 
   Her eyes lock on his, and she starts to scream. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Although Harrison was the one who asked for a diversion, his eyes widen and stare at her the same way all the other’s do: As if she’s the largest nut on the nut farm. 
 
   But Janice doesn’t stop screaming, even when he backs away, stopping only when his back bounces off the padded wall. Don’t be scared of your mother, she wants to say. Instead, she signs, A diversion.
 
   He looks confused, but then seems to realize what she’s getting at. A look of appreciation flashes across his face, but then, when the door opens, he reverts back to a horrified expression. 
 
   He’s so handsome, she thinks. Like his brother was. 
 
   Alice spills into the room, throwing an apologetic look at Harrison—as if she’s the one screaming—and then turns to Janice. Janice just screams louder, scrabbles at the sheets, wrapping them around her wrists like ropes. When she finally stops screaming, she bites at the thick cloth coils. Sometimes she really acts this way, when the voices inside her make her want to hurl herself against the walls, but now she’s only acting. It’s fun, really. A diversion, just like Harrison asked for. 
 
   “Shhh,” Alice purrs. “It’s okay, Janice. Your son enjoyed his visit and will come again soon.”
 
   “No,” Harrison says from behind Alice. “I’m not ready to leave yet.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “I just got spooked, that’s all. I’m okay now. I think I can handle her.” As if to demonstrate, he moves forward and sits on the end of the bed. He smiles at Janice and she has to fight off the urge to smile back. He’s so beautiful. Her beautiful baby boy has grown up to be a handsome young man. Is he real? She forgets sometimes which son is real and which is not.
 
   Alice looks from Harrison to Janice, and then back to Harrison. “You sure?” she asks.
 
   Harrison nods. “Mom, is there anything you need?” He’s a clever young man, too. He gets that from her.
 
   She lets her mouth flop open and closed a few times, her tongue flashing out. Zoran says, Tick, and she says, “Shut up.”
 
   “Are you sure there’s nothing you need?” Harrison says.
 
   Tock, Zoran says. She barely manages to ignore him. “I want to have breakfast with my son,” she says matter-of-factly. 
 
   Alice chews on her lip and Janice almost feels bad about misleading her. She’s the only person in this place that truly cares about her. “Okay, but you have to promise to be good. Can you do that, Janice?”
 
   “You first,” Janice says.
 
   Alice raises an eyebrow. “Uh, I promise to be good.”
 
   Janice laughs, high and loud and much longer than is necessary. Just a crazy woman acting crazy. “Not you, silly,” she says. “I meant him.” She gestures to Zoran. Tick tick, he says. Good enough for her. “Okay, he’ll be good. And I will, too.”
 
   Although she still looks very much unsure of the situation, Alice says, “I’ll go get breakfast for two.”
 
   When Alice turns to go and Janice sees the expression on Harrison’s face, she almost wants to clap her hands with glee. Because there’s no mistaking that look: pride. She’s done something right.
 
   The moment passes, however, as Alice leaves and her son springs into action. “We’ve only got a few minutes,” he says. “First, the Eye.”
 
   He extracts a small canister from his pocket. He aims it at the Eye on the ceiling. Mist shoots from the nozzle, creating a cloud of chemical-smelling stink and coating the glass hemisphere with white. “Now they’re blind,” he says. She watches in awe as he unclips his visitor’s pass and slides it under the bed. “Might buy us a few more minutes while they search the room.” Next he pulls out some kind of a tool that looks like a lobster’s pincers. “For your anklet,” he says. 
 
   The urge to scream rises in the back of her throat like bile. She doesn’t want the metal lobster pincers anywhere near her. She stuffs her foot under the covers, out of sight. 
 
   “Mom, there’s no time for this. If we don’t get rid of your ankle monitor, they’ll be able to follow us wherever we go. They’ll bring you back here or maybe somewhere worse.”
 
   “Nowhere could be worse,” she says, but sighs and removes her foot from beneath the sheet. 
 
   “Thank you,” he says. “This will probably raise an alarm, but an alarm is better than them being able to track you.” The light on her anklet shines a steady bright green. When he slides one of the pincers beneath the machine, it feels like cold teeth biting into her. She grips her pillow and slams her eyes shut and tries not to think about it. 
 
   She feels pressure against her skin and then…
 
   Snap!
 
   She opens her eyes and the anklet is broken and flashing red. Harrison shoves it beneath the bed to join his visitor’s pass. “Time to go,” he says, grabbing her hand. As he pulls her off the bed and toward the door, she marvels that his hand doesn’t burn her or melt through her skin. She always imagined it would, if he ever touched her again.
 
   He opens the door, which Alice has left unlocked, which she always does when Janice has visitors. She suspects it’s so the visitors can leave quickly if they need to. It’s a secure facility—what’s the risk?
 
   Everything feels wrong outside her room. There’s no padding on the walls and the lights are too bright, like white suns searing her eyes. She strains against her son’s grip, trying to get back to her safe place. Why did she want to leave again?
 
   The Slip, she remembers. Some other kid about to be murdered by her husband. She can’t let it happen. Harrison tugs at her hand again and this time she lets him. They go left, down the hall, where all is quiet. So quiet. 
 
   Alarms shriek and bursts of red light begin flashing overhead. She drops to the floor, throwing her hands over her ears. So loud. So angry. So wrong. 
 
   Harrison is beside her, speaking to her, but she can’t hear, can’t hear, can’t hear
 
   anything.
 
   It’s like she’s underwater, the world around her a muffled place, and she’s floating, the voices gone, and she can just drift away
 
   far far away.
 
   With a shudder, the shrieking alarms return and Harrison is yelling in her ear. “Get up, get up, get up NOW!”
 
   And then she’s no longer fighting him, but letting him pull her to her feet—and they’re running down the hall, her ears bursting with alarm bells. Thunder trails behind, and her heart explodes when she looks back and sees them. 
 
   Security bots. Five of them in gleaming metal armor, hefting huge, black guns. 
 
   They’re going to kill Harrison, she thinks. I have to do something to protect him. 
 
   But just as she’s about to make a move, to twist from her son’s grip and sacrifice herself, he stops and turns back, instantly drawing something else from his pocket. A flat ovular device. He places it on the floor, so calm it’s as if he’s merely tying his shoe, or doing something equally mundane. 
 
   “This’ll stop them,” he says, once more pulling Janice to her feet and down the hall. Just before they duck into a stairwell, she looks back at the bots, who are about to reach the spot where Harrison placed the device. Blue light bursts into the air, creating a transparent wall. The bots charge through it, electricity streaming over their mechanized arms and legs. Sparks fly and the bots fall, tangling together in a mess of clanking metal.
 
   They charge up the stairs together, hand in hand. Janice is so out of breath that she can’t even question why they’d be going up instead of down. 
 
   Higher and higher they go. Eight floors, maybe nine—she loses count, her lungs heaving, her heart beating out of her chest. Then the steps end at a heavy iron door, which Harrison barges through with his shoulder, the metal groaning in rusty-hinged protest. 
 
   They’re on the roof of the asylum. 
 
   And, for the first time in years, Janice feels the breeze on her skin, fresh air in her nostrils, and sunlight on her face; for a moment, she forgets how tired she is. She wants to stop and just bathe in it, but Harrison doesn’t give them a second to rest. “C’mon,” he says. “To the edge.”
 
   She knows this is it. This is what he came here to do. To get his revenge. She left him, and now she has to pay the price. She doesn’t fight it; doesn’t want to. 
 
   They reach a small wall at the edge, and Harrison helps her up onto the thin strip of concrete. She sways slightly, the wind buffeting her hair around her face, but then he’s there to steady her. She barely notices when he does something to the bottom of his shoe. 
 
   Alarms blare behind them as the iron door is thrown open. They both turn to see more bots pour from the stairwell and onto the roof. A few kneel and aim their weapons while the others charge toward them. It’s over. There’s only one thing left to do. She turns and faces the empty air between her and the street below. 
 
   Something catches her attention, whizzing from the side. A bird?
 
   Harrison squeezes her hand, so hard, almost too hard. “Now!” he shouts as the object flies toward them. The chatter of gunfire erupts behind them as they leap from the roof, her breath whooshing out, her heart leaping.
 
   She closes her eyes and wishes her son was anywhere else. She’s failed him in more ways than she can count, and now they’ll both die for it.
 
   But then their freefall stops far too soon, her feet landing hard on something. Her eyes flash open and she’s flying, her arms wrapped around Harrison’s chest, their feet planted securely on a plank beneath them. No, not a plank—a hoverboard! That’s what he was doing to his shoe: activating the connection to his board.
 
   She wants to scream, but not like before, not like usual. A different kind of scream. Not the kind that she uses to chase away the voices and the memories and the dark, lurking shadows. And she does. “Wooooo!” she shouts. 
 
   Harrison looks back and smiles, and then the hoverboard drops. 
 
   “Crap!” he yells. “We’re too heavy!”
 
   The board is losing altitude rapidly, shaking slightly as if fighting gravity with all it’s got, like an earthquake beneath their feet. Janice holds onto her son with all that’s left of her strength, but even still, her grip is weakening. 
 
   Harrison steers them left, around a building, and then right, into an alley. The street seems to come up to meet them as the board shudders to a stop, throwing them off, directly into a pile of garbage. 
 
   She’s free at last.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Want your voice to be heard?
 
   Speak ‘Join the Pop Con Conversation’ into your holo-screen,
 
   and join the thousands of others who are helping to shape the world.
 
   Remember, the Department of Population Control listens to you.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by the Department of Population Control. 
 
   NOTE: Opinions shared are not anonymous and may be analyzed for potential crimes against the government. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   “What the hell?” Check says, staring at the screen.
 
   Benson’s mind is blank, his mouth open. He doesn’t understand what he’s seeing. There must be some mistake. 
 
   “The sixteen-year-old, known in the Pop Con system as Benson Mack, is believed to be armed and dangerous,” the reporter is saying. 
 
   Benson blinks. He’s vaguely aware that Luce’s hand has drawn away from him, into her lap. 
 
   “What the hell?” Check says again.
 
   “That’s so weird that there’s another Benson Mack your age,” Gonzo says.
 
   Rod smacks Gonzo on the head. “You bot-brain. There aren’t two of them.”
 
   Gonzo looks at the screen, then at Benson, comprehension slowly dawning on him. “You mean…”
 
   “Benson’s the Slip,” Luce finishes for him. She stands, seems to purposely move back a few steps to create a space between her and him, much like she did the previous night when she was telling her horrific tale. 
 
   “No,” Benson says. “I swear I’m not.” Denial pricks at his heart, but his father’s words from the last night he saw him washes it away. “I mean, I don’t know.” The way Luce is looking at him, like he’s a dangerous animal, curdles his guts. 
 
   “What do you mean you don’t know?” Check says. “The whole thing’s ridiculous. Tell them Benson.”
 
   “I’m not…” He trails off as all his father’s words he’s ignored for so long line up inside him, like silent accusers. The thought he’s been avoiding for years comes together, built on a series of facts about his past: his sheltered childhood; never being allowed to leave the house; his father teaching him to swim and then rejecting him, admonishing Benson to never tell anyone where he came from, who he really is; the fake retinas, attached to a name that’s become his, despite the fact that he’s really the boy with no name. It all makes sense. Horrifyingly awful sense, as he always knew it would. 
 
   “Benson?” Luce says, her hands on her hips. Although it doesn’t seem possible, her expression has become even harder, a deep frown. 
 
   “I—” All his friends’ eyes are on him, and he can’t bring himself to tell another lie, or even a half-truth. “I think I’m the Slip,” he says. 
 
   “What?” Check’s eyes are wild. “You think you’re the Slip? What does that even mean? Either you are or you’re not.”
 
   His past roils inside him, seeming to burn through him like a poison for which the only antidote is the complete and utter truth. “My father is Michael Kelly,” he blurts out. 
 
   No one speaks. No one breathes. Benson shifts his leg, which is falling asleep, and the scuffle is louder than an explosion. 
 
   Finally, Check laughs loudly. “Ha ha. Joke’s on us, I guess. Good one, Bense.”
 
   Benson doesn’t laugh. Luce looks like she wants to kill him, her eyes dark and brooding. “I can’t believe this,” she says, stalking away. Benson’s eyes track her to the other side of the room, where she slumps in the corner and rests her head in her hands. 
 
   Geoffrey says, “Wow.” If anything, he looks almost excited about the whole thing, in the way that only a young boy can. 
 
   “Bienvenidos a nuestro mundo,” Gonzo says, raising a fist for Benson to bump. Welcome to our world.
 
   Benson just stares at it, unseeing, his mind spiraling into a dark place.
 
   The reporter drones on in the background. “We’ve yet to receive comment from Michael Kelly; however, a press conference has been scheduled for later today.”
 
   Check slides over and grabs Benson’s arm, snapping him out of the fog. “Wha—what?” Benson says. 
 
   “Tell us everything,” Check says. “Don’t leave out a single detail.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When he finishes, there’s more of the awkward silence Benson is starting to despise. 
 
   “Imposible,” Rod says, standing and pacing to the window. Benson has never seen him look so sad, his long face a far cry from his usual upbeat demeanor. 
 
   Gonzo looks like he wants to follow his friend, but then settles into a slumped posture, staring at the floor. 
 
   Check’s hand is hiding his expression. Benson has the urge to tear it away from his face, so he can see his friend. Say something! he wants to scream. 
 
   “What does all this really mean?” Geoffrey asks innocently. 
 
   A sharp voice carries across the room. Benson had almost forgotten Luce was there. “It means our friend is a lying bot-licker with a murdering psychopath father,” she says. 
 
   Benson’s heart hammers in his chest. How did everything get so screwed up so fast? “I swear I didn’t—”
 
   “Right,” Luce says. “You didn’t know. And you didn’t think telling us your father was the Head of Pop Con—our freaking archenemy—was important? Give me a break.” Benson almost wishes she would get up and scream at him, rather than using such a sarcastic unemotional tone. It hurts all the more because he knows she’s right. Of all people, he should’ve trusted his closest friends with the truth. “I should’ve never opened up to you, Benson,” she adds, a final spike shoved deep into his heart. Moisture burns his eyes. 
 
   “Your father is trying to kill you,” Check says, as if Luce hasn’t even spoken.
 
   That’s when the room explodes.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Up is down and down is up and the floor doesn’t exist anymore, crumbling beneath Benson’s legs. He bangs his knee and skins his elbow, but lands more softly than he expected to.
 
   He’s aware of dim voices, muted shouts. His ears are ringing. The acrid burn of smoke licks at his throat, forcing heavy coughs from his lungs. Can’t breathe, can’t breathe, can’t—
 
   A strong hand grabs him and hauls him to his feet. “We’ve got to go now! Escape route.” It’s Luce. Through the smoke and rubble-strewn debris, he can just make out other human outlines. Geoffrey. Rod and Gonzo, who are both shouting something in Spanish. And Check. They’re all okay. At least for now. They’re already moving away, slaloming around piles of junk. It stuns him when he realizes it’s their junk, fallen through the floor: their couch, scorched with heat; their holo-screen, spider webbing cracks on its face; their scant food supplies, scattered like confetti. 
 
   “C’mon!” Luce says, pulling him after them. What happened? his brain asks. He feels numb, confused, like he’s taken a nasty knock on the noggin. Did he hit his head during the fall? He can’t remember. 
 
   Shouts erupt from above, amidst the chatter of gunfire. He hears the tinkle of broken glass hitting the floor. Finally, his brain grows a…well, a brain. They’re after me, he realizes. I’m the Slip and they’re trying to catch me to…terminate me. 
 
   And his friends are caught in the middle. 
 
   She’s caught in the middle. 
 
   Still being pulled by Luce, he crashes into the side of the couch and stumbles, his mind whirling. Now he understands why Luce was so pissed off. He’s put them all in danger, including her brother, the only family she has left. If nothing else, he has to protect them.
 
   His friends are already disappearing through a door, likely heading for the escape route they mapped out back when they first decided to live in this place. There’s a side stairwell that doesn’t exist on any building schematics, one that’s plugged directly into the Tunnels.
 
   But if his friends are going that way, then Benson can’t, not when there are Crows—maybe Hunters, too—chasing him. Just as Luce charges through the door, he twists his arm hard to the side, wrenching himself free from her grip. She cries out, but her momentum carries her away.
 
   He slams the door. 
 
   Moving fast, he ducks behind a pile of rubble just as two dark shapes swoop down from above. He’s trapped in the room with them. The Hunters will expect him to make a swift exit, not move further into the room. If he wants to keep them away from his friends, he’ll need to do the unexpected and draw them away. He moves deeper into the space, along the edge of the room, hiding behind piles of broken concrete and splintered floorboards. 
 
   He hears a slam.
 
   A door. No. Can’t be.
 
   “The door!” one of the Crows shouts. “He’s escaping.” Heavy footsteps pound across the room. The door slams again and then there’s relative silence, save for the occasional scuffle from above. Crows searching their old place for clues. 
 
   Benson peeks through a crack in the rubble. No one’s there.
 
   He almost cries out when a hand grabs him from behind, but his scream is cut off when another hand covers his mouth. 
 
   His heart sinks to his feet when he sees who it is.
 
   Luce.
 
   And boy does she look pissed. 
 
   She puts a finger to her lips before uncovering his mouth. He wants to push her away, to scream at her to leave him alone, to run for it, but instead he just shakes his head. The smallest sound could alert their enemies to their presence, and then it really would be all his fault.
 
   There’s a heavy thump from the other side of the debris. Benson motions to the crack. They lean in, their heads touching, each with an eye peering through the gap. 
 
   Benson freezes, ice water surging through his veins, icicles filling his soul. 
 
   Because it’s him.
 
   The one from the holo-screen. 
 
   The half-human, half-machine cyborg. 
 
   The cyborg cracks his knuckles loudly.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   The cyborg pokes around the room for a few minutes before the door bangs open. “Sir,” a voice says. A woman wearing all black steps into view. Unlike the Crows, however, she has on a full suit of body armor. A Hunter.
 
   “Call me the Destroyer,” the cyborg says. Benson can’t help but notice the way he looks her up and down, like she’s a rare piece of art. Her black armor hugs her curves.
 
   “Uh, Destroyer,” she says. Benson almost wants to laugh. Destroyer? Really? Luce and he exchange a look.
 
   “Status,” the Destroyer says. 
 
   “Gone, sir. We think they got into the Tunnels.”
 
   “How?” The question comes out as a low growl.
 
   “There was an alternative exit not marked on the building designs,” she says. “I sent Hardy, Vetter, and Moss after them.”
 
   “On a silver platter…” the cyborg says, shaking his head.
 
   “Sir—I mean, Destroyer?”
 
   “That’s all for now. Keep in touch with the Hunters and let me know the moment they get a lead.”
 
   “Yessir.” 
 
   She starts to leave, but he stops her with a hand on her shoulder. “One more thing, Davis. Meet me back at base at eighteen-hundred hours.”
 
   Her eyes wide, she nods, and then disappears from view, the door clanging behind her as she exits. A smile quirks at the cyborg’s lips, but fades quickly when a radio attached to his hip chirps.
 
   “Destovan. Come in. What the hell is going on?” The voice sounds familiar. 
 
   “It’s the Destroyer,” the cyborg says, speaking into a headset. 
 
   “I don’t care what the hell you call yourself, so long as you’ve got that Slip’s head on a platter.” 
 
   The Destroyer sighs. “He got away.”
 
   “What?” The voice through the radio is incredulous.
 
   The cyborg doesn’t answer.
 
   “I gave you his LOCATION,” the voice says. 
 
   “Look, Mars,” Destroyer says, gritting his teeth. “I can’t run an operation with bad information. Your schematics were incomplete.” Benson’s thoughts rattle through his head. Mars! Holy bot-balls! No wonder the voice on the other end sounded so familiar. It’s Corrigan Mars. But didn’t Pop Con sack him? The cyborg, too? 
 
   “Just get me that Slip,” Mars says.
 
   The Destroyer snatches the radio from his hip and raises it over his head, as if he might smash it on the floor. But then his body slackens, and he re-clips it to his belt. “Yes, sir,” he says.
 
   Standing only a few meters away, Benson can practically feel the rage rolling off of the cyborg’s body. He might not have destroyed the radio, but two seconds later he begins using their old couch as a punching bag, crashing right fist after right fist into its flanks, as if it’s his worst enemy. His metal fist blasts a dozen holes in the couch before he stops and takes a deep breath.
 
   Planting his machine leg first, he leaps, jumping impossibly high and out of sight, landing with a heavy thump somewhere on the level above, where presumably part of the floor remains intact.
 
   Benson and Luce look at each other, their twin sighs of relief mingling in the scant space between their lips.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   With the Hunters focusing on the secret exit into the Tunnels, Benson and Luce sneak down a fire escape and onto the floor below. From there they pry open the doors to the deactivated building lifter, and use the thick, black cables like ropes to slide to the basement. From the roof of the lifter’s cab, they open the escape hatch and hang-drop inside, their movements only illuminated by a thin beam of light from the flashlight attached to a chain dangling from Benson’s pocket. 
 
   The whole time he’s hoping his friends managed to escape. 
 
   As they wait for the Hunters to clear out, Benson and Luce sit across from each other, their backs to the wall. “Luce, I’m so sorry,” Benson says after a few minutes of silence. He rubs his eyes so he doesn’t have to see the angry expression he’s sure she’s wearing.
 
   “You should have told us,” Luce says.
 
   “I swear I didn’t know what I was—well, at least not for sure. My father never told me the whole truth. Anytime I started thinking too much about it, I pushed it deep inside me, where it wouldn’t scare me. I tricked myself into just thinking I was just…unwanted.” He looks up and, to his surprise, Luce doesn’t look angry at all. It’s worse than he thought. She looks disappointed in him, like he’s let her down. 
 
   “When I told you my secret you could have told me yours,” she says, dropping her gaze to her lap. 
 
   “I was a little…distracted,” Benson says, smirking slightly. The memory of her hand squeezing his warms his cheeks.
 
   “And that’s my fault?” Her eyes are like lasers.
 
   “No—I mean, yes. I mean, I don’t know. You can be rather distracting,” he finishes lamely. 
 
   It’s her turn to grin. He hopes that’s a good sign. “Oh, really? Enlighten me, Benson. What is it about me that’s so distracting?”
 
   “Umm…” Your smokin’ hot body, your tan skin, the way I sometimes can’t concentrate on what you’re saying because of your gorgeous lips, the strength you wear like body armor, your subtle, sarcastic sense of humor… “Everything?” he says.
 
   “Is that a question?” 
 
   “No?”
 
   “It sounded like a question.”
 
   “It wasn’t?” Benson says, realizing too late that, once again, it sounded like a question.
 
   Silence falls once more, and second by second, the moment of unexpected lightness passes. Benson can almost see a cloud of darkness falling over them, thickening the air, making it hard to breathe.
 
   “I’m sorry I put Geoffrey in danger,” Benson says. “I didn’t mean to. I didn’t realize who—what—I was. What I am. I know that’s why you’re so pissed off at me.”
 
   “For being so smart, you can be really stupid sometimes,” Luce says.
 
   Benson doesn’t know what to say to that, so he plays with one of his shredded shoelaces. It’s stiff and black, like the fabric of their old couch. How close did he come to being killed in the explosion? Pretty bot-lickin’ close, he imagines. 
 
   Thankfully, Luce changes the subject. “What color are your eyes really?”
 
   “What?” Benson says, surprised. Like everything about his past, he tries not to think about it too much. 
 
   “Your eyes. They’re brown, but the reporter said your name was linked to a fake retinal signature. Are your real eyes the same color?”
 
   “No,” he admits. “They’re blue. Like yours, only not so sparkly. At least, as far as I can remember. I was young when my father implanted the fake ones.”
 
   “You mean Michael Kelly.”
 
   “Yeah…him.”
 
   “I can’t believe your father is the Head of Pop Con,” she says. “All this time…”
 
   Great. They’re back on that subject. “Look, I’m sorry. I should’ve told you. My father told me never to tell anyone, so I made up a story and stuck to it until it almost felt real, like it was better than the truth. Does that make any sense?”
 
   To his surprise, she says, “Yes. I understand why you didn’t tell us, but I still hate it.”
 
   Before he can even begin to understand how that makes sense, she says, “And Benson isn’t your real name, right? Your last name is Kelly, not Mack, so Benson must be fake, too.”
 
   The way she says it makes it sound even worse. Like he never told them a single shred of truth, which, in some ways, is accurate. “I don’t have a real name,” Benson admits.
 
   “What?” she says, her eyebrows lifting. The soft glow of the flashlight between Benson’s knees casts a reddish sheen on her skin. 
 
   “My father only ever called me ‘Son.’ And Janice only ever said ‘Child.’ I only became Benson Mack when Check first found me and scanned my fake retinas. So I guess Benson Kelly is my real name now.”
 
   “You said Janice helped raise you,” Luce says. “Who’s Janice?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure she’s my mother,” Benson says. A familiar pit opens in his stomach—the same pit he felt when he realized the harsh truth about his screwed up childhood. “Remember when Michael Kelly—I mean, my father—was forced to admit his wife into the asylum?”
 
   Luce nods. “Yeah, it was a major headline. She’d gone completely mad.”
 
   The pit grows bigger. “Something like that,” he mutters. 
 
   “Oh crap, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it that way,” she says, sliding across the lifter to sit next to him.
 
   Of course there’s no other way she could’ve meant it. Benson says, “It’s okay. I think she lost it when I left home. She was always a bit…eccentric.” There’s an ache in his chest. He hasn’t thought about any of this in a long time. Although he knows forgetting is the coward’s way, remembering is too hard sometimes. 
 
   Luce hesitates, but then places her hand, palm open, on his knee. He’ll never take such a touch for granted, not anymore. Not after knowing her secret. He takes her hand, relishing her warm skin and the tingling sensation that her touch always brings. “Why didn’t you escape with the others?” Benson asks. “Why did you follow me?”
 
   Luce runs her thumb across his knuckle, sending shivery tendrils up his arm. His heart beats faster. She licks her lips. Only now he notices a smudge of ash on her cheek. “No one should have to be alone,” she says. 
 
   He raises his other hand to her cheek, but then realizes his mistake before he touches her. He stops, his hand hovering inches away from her skin. “You have a…smudge,” he says, gesturing on his own cheek where it is on hers. She raises a hand and rubs at her cheek, but she only makes it worse, spreading the ash over a larger area. He can’t help her any more than she can help him. 
 
   And as much as it hurts he knows if he wants to save her he has to separate from her as soon as possible. 
 
   Because Pop Con—and his father—will never be able to stop hunting him. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Past article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Ideal Population Reduced
 
   A new study has determined that due to continued sea level rises, the U.S. landmass will continue to decline. Taking the new information into account, The Department of Population Control announced today that the ideal population level has been adjusted down by twenty million, to be implemented over a ten year period. Existing Death Matches will be honored, but all applications going forward will be matched against two aging members of the population. Both members must die before the applying parents will receive a birth authorization. In addition, a limit of one birth may be authorized for each family during the transition period. These changes will remain in effect until the population has reached the ideal level. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   SaraiHope12: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   SaraiHope12: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   SaraiHope12: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
   


  
 



PART 3: FATHER AND SON
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly hasn’t left his office for hours, since the reports of the explosion on the outskirts of the city and the rumors of a failed attempt to apprehend the Slip. His face is hot, flush with anger and frustration, even as his hands are cold and clammy with anxiety. 
 
   How did they discover the fake identification he’d given his son? It was the best, most sophisticated fake ID money could buy. 
 
   He knows Corr is behind it. When he catches a scent he’s like a bloodhound. Not sleeping. Not eating. Not resting until he finds his prey. He would’ve diverted all of Pop Con’s resources to unraveling the convoluted trail Michael had created. The only thing he can take solace in is the fact that there’s no way it can be traced back to him. Which gives him the slightest of edges.
 
   In all truth, he knows exactly how Corr and his team would’ve discovered his son. The auto-scans get more sophisticated and effective each year. A random scan would’ve identified Benson’s photo in the system as “unreadable,” meaning poor quality, grainy, and not particularly useful. It’s a photo that Michael, using computer aging technology, has updated every two years since he let his son go, in order to comply with laws requiring that all citizens maintain a current photo on the system. 
 
   He’s been using a dead boy. 
 
   He got the idea on a fateful night nine years ago. He’d been working late when he saw the news story. Nothing unusual. Even with all of the groundbreaking safety features of the aut-cars, tragedies still happened. A young boy, only seven years old, chased a ball out into the street. The aut-car stopped with more speed than if it had been controlled by a human; and yet, not fast enough. According to the medical examiner, the boy died on impact. No one’s fault. An accident. 
 
   But it wasn’t the boy’s death that caught Michael’s attention. It was his uncanny resemblance to his son. Same color hair, same color eyes. Similar height, weight and build. 
 
   The boy’s name was Benson Mack.
 
   With his level of clearance, getting into the right parts of the system was easy enough. Unfortunately, the medical examiner had already recorded the details of the death, including the boy’s photo, in the system. The file had been transferred to Pop Con, but the next birth authorization had not yet been matched. So Michael simply hijacked the file and took the birth authorization number. 
 
   The rest was easy enough. First he edited the boy’s file, creating a sad story of an orphaned boy with a rocky early life. Next Michael had fake retinas made by a black market dealer named Eyeball. He assigned the birth authorization to the new retinal ID and presto!—Benson Mack was still alive. 
 
   Once the random scan identified the “suspicious photo,” an alert would’ve gone to an analyst, who would’ve used photo reconstruction technology to improve the quality of the image, quickly realizing the photo had been altered. That’s when the rumors about a potential Slip probably started, leaked to the press by Corr. They’d already had the false name and approximate age of the Slip, based on the information attached to the photo, but until they confirmed the truth, Corr would’ve withheld that information from the public, using the time to build public support for the investigation. 
 
   Then they probably found the medical examiner’s death file. Using advanced facial recognition software, the “clean” original photo of the boy as a seven-year-old would’ve been matched with the photo of the boy who died. Slip confirmed.
 
   Freaking Corrigan Mars.
 
   The news even has a shot of a cyborg entering the building. There’s no mistaking Domino Destovan. The brother of the last Slip is trying to catch the latest Slip. There’s something cruelly poetic about it, Michael thinks to himself.
 
   He should have known there’d be repercussions for tossing Corr onto the streets. But what’s worse, a snake in your bed or a snake in the house? 
 
   His portable holo has been ringing nonstop, until he finally switched it to silent. Where the hell is Lacey, anyway? She couldn’t have picked a worse day to skip work. 
 
   The entire department will be waiting for his orders. They’ll be confused as to why there are other Hunters out there looking for the Slip. They’ll think they’re being purposely kept out of the loop; which, of course, they are. 
 
   Michael buries his head in his hands and tries to focus on the future, bleak as it may look, but can’t stop dwelling on the past.
 
   His son wasn’t allowed to be born. Or, at least, not allowed to live once he was. But try to tell a parent to give up their child and they’ll go from civilized to wildcat in an instant. He got creative, found a back-alley doctor who would deliver the child without authorization papers. The doctor wasn’t in it to help—he was in it for the money, which Michael happily paid from his rainy-day fund. A million bucks was a small price to pay for his kid’s life and his wife’s safety.
 
   When they brought the baby home, just a tiny bundle of pink skin, they were scared. But not scared enough to not come up with a plan. A separate house, registered under a fake name. A separate life. Janice would take care of Harrison, but also help raise their unauthorized child, but as a nanny, not a mother. They would hide him for as long as they could, try to give him everything to live a happy life. Michael knew all the tricks to keep Pop Con away, and, as the Head of the department, he’d be able to manage.
 
   Every year, however, his analysts got smarter and he grew more paranoid. He felt like a net was closing in. His son was in danger. If they found him, they wouldn’t just terminate the boy, but he and Janice, too. His other son, Harrison, would be thrust into the system. He couldn’t let that happen. He had to protect his family—all of them.
 
   That’s when the doctor began blackmailing him. A million dollars wasn’t enough for him, he’d said. So Michael gave him another hundred K. A month later, he came back for more. Michael lied and said he needed a few days to scrounge together the money. He knew the doctor would never stop—that the threat would be eternal. He had to snuff it out.
 
   Michael was deaf to the doctor’s pleas as he begged for his life. It wasn’t the time for mercy, not for a man who he was convinced would one day ruin his family. As his hands closed around the doctor’s neck, he shut his eyes and thought of his son; not Harrison, but the one with no name. He squeezed harder and it was soon over.
 
   From that point on, he knew there would always be another threat, so long as his son was squirreled away in his secret house. There had to be another way.
 
   Unbeknownst to Janice, Michael created a new plan. To teach his son to swim, to give him a new identity and the chance to live a full life, one outside of the backyard fence. He almost didn’t go through with it. If it wasn’t for his son’s insistence on learning to swim, he might never have let him go. 
 
   His biggest regret was lying to Janice. If she’d known the truth, however, he knew she’d have gone after her son. She’d have put them all in mortal danger. So he ripped apart the house and told her the authorities—his people—had killed their son.
 
   And the lie drove her mad, something he never expected.
 
   There’s a knock on his door, ripping him back to reality. “Yeah,” he says, still agonizing over whether he really needed to send his son away. Would Benson have been safer with him? After all, he’s still the Head of Pop Con. No one’s arrested him or suspected a thing.
 
   The door opens and a head pops in. “Is now a good time, sir?” It’s one of his investigators, Jonas something-or-other, an intelligent thirty-year-old with good instincts and the courage of a mouse. 
 
   He waves him in. “Did you check on my assistant?”
 
   Jonas steps inside, frowning at the question. “I’m afraid she’s missing, sir,” he says. “Neither she or her boyfriend are at home. There were no signs of forced entry or a struggle. They’re simply…gone.”
 
   Lacey running off with her boyfriend is the least of his worries. “Okay. Thanks for checking in,” he says. 
 
   Jonas doesn’t leave.
 
   “Is that all?” Michael Kelly asks.
 
   “Um, no, sir,” he says. “Have you checked your holo-alerts today?”
 
   Holo-alerts? Why would his investigator care about his virtual mail? “Not yet. I’ve been slightly busy.” He can’t keep the edge out of his voice. 
 
   “I’d check them, sir. There will be an official one from your office to your Pop Con registered virtual mail address. I noticed it when I was running some analysis on, well, I guess you’ll see soon enough.” 
 
   Michael raises his eyebrows as Jonas scurries from his office. He’s not really in the mood to stare at a bunch of pointless interoffice messages, but now he’s curious. “Holo-alerts,” he says. The screen flashes to life, a 3-D image of a building being constructed brick by brick projecting from the screen. Ten seconds later, when the building is complete, a sphere appears, floating in front of him. One half shows black message headers on various parts of the sphere’s surface, like countries on a globe, while the other half’s messages are in bold red font, designating them as unread. There are dozens in red, so he says, “Filter by sender. Head of Population Control.” 
 
   The sphere spins, throwing off messages like drops of water being shaken from a wet dog’s fur. When it comes to a stop, there are no black messages and a single red message. Obviously, he didn’t send himself a holo-alert, so it must be one of the automatically generated messages as part of one of the many batch jobs they run on a daily basis. 
 
   The title freezes his blood.
 
   Notice of Death Match Assignation
 
   He knows the title could mean one of two things, which was because of some brilliant analyst who thought they could save a few lines of code by having the same title for messages going to two types of people on opposite sides of the same coin. 
 
   Someone receiving a Death Match or someone becoming a Death Match.
 
   And he knows he hasn’t applied for a Death Match. The idea of he and Janice wanting to have another child is almost laughable. Which means that…
 
   It’s a mistake, right? Has to be. But still…he has to be sure. “Open ‘Notice of Death Match Assignation.’”
 
   A simple form message unravels before his eyes, like a scroll being opened. 
 
    
 
   Under Statute 7 of the Population Control Decree of the Reorganized United States of America, you are hereby notified of being assigned as the Death Match for Cindy and Grant Rogers (Control number withheld) of Saint Louis (address withheld). 
 
    
 
   Upon your Death (as defined below), the above named parties will receive one (1) Birth Authorization to be used within eighteen (18) months of Authorization Date. 
 
    
 
   IMPORTANT NOTE: This assignation is NOT an order for you to end your life. You have simply been matched with potential parents in preparation for your eventual Death, whenever that may be. The Department of Population Control wishes you the very best for a long and happy life. If you have any questions about this assignation, please contact the Pop Con Q&A operator by speaking “Death Match questions” into your holo-screen.
 
    
 
   Definitions:
 
   Death- the state whereby you are unable to function as a valuable member of society, including, but not limited to:
 
   -actual medical death;
 
   -prolonged coma;
 
   -inability to move or speak;
 
   -unawareness of the world around you;
 
   -dementia or Alzheimer’s.
 
    
 
   Death Match- the person who, whereupon their death, will allow a Birth Authorization to be issued.
 
    
 
   Birth Authorization- authorization to conceive a child, to be issued upon Death of the Death Match. Expires eighteen (18) months from issuance. 
 
    
 
   Authorization Date- date upon which Death is achieved and a Birth Authorization may be issued.
 
    
 
   “Close message,” Michael Kelly says, looking at his hands in disbelief. He’s been assigned as a Death Match? He’s in his forties, in good health, with little chance of kicking the bucket anytime in the next thirty years. By the time he dies, the potential parents will likely be too old to conceive a child. Which means he’s not a Death Match for medical reasons. He’s just a standard Death Match, the number of birth authorization applicants stretching enormously long, the backlog endless. 
 
   The system is broken, always was. But who is he to fix it? He’s the poster boy for the system. And anyway, he can’t even manage to fix his own fragmented family. All he can do is try to find Benson before Corr and his psychotic cyborg do. 
 
   He says, “Get me Hodge,” and the holo-screen chirps. 
 
   Moments later, Hodge’s acne-scarred face fills the screen. “Yessir,” he says.
 
   “New orders. Find Domino Destovan.”
 
   Hodge does a poor job of hiding his smile. “Yessir. And when I do?”
 
   “You have authority to terminate him for crimes against the city.”
 
   “Yessir. And what about the Slip?”
 
   “You’ll find the Slip when you find Destovan.”
 
   “Terminate the Slip on sight?”
 
   It’s a risk he has to take. “No.”
 
   “Sir? That’s highly unusual.”
 
   Pushing as much command into his tone as possible, Michael Kelly says, “We have to be sure there aren’t others like him. Take the Slip into custody for questioning. We need to know how he avoided detection for so long. We must learn from our mistakes. Understood?”
 
   “Yessir.”
 
   “Out,” Michael Kelly says, and Hodge’s face disappears. 
 
   He leans back in his chair, satisfied with his plan. If he can get to Benson before Corr, maybe he can help his son disappear once more.
 
   This time forever.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When the Destroyer finds the Slip, he’s going to kill him slowly. A bullet to the head will be too good for the kid that made him look like a fool in front of his new boss. Corrigan Mars spent an hour chewing him out for his failure to terminate the Slip when he had the chance.
 
   Perhaps he underestimated this Benson Mack kid, but he won’t make the same mistake twice.
 
   But now he needs to unwind, take his mind off of a day he’d rather forget forever. He’s back at the makeshift “base”—the three middle floors in a nine-floor office building—that Corrigan Mars managed to procure on almost a moment’s notice. Even estranged from Pop Con, he has to admit that Corr’s got clout. The Destroyer even has his own office, although with its fake wood-paneled walls and dinged-up filing cabinet it’s in desperate need of some redecorating. “Right hook, left uppercut, kick to the knee,” he rattles off, watching his virtual fighter pummel a completely unworthy opponent. A woman. Why are women even allowed in law enforcement? He thought being on Mars’s clandestine squad he’d be rid of them from a professional standpoint, and yet two of his core team members are of the female variety. Easy on the eyes, but useless otherwise. No wonder the mission failed. He has half a mind to tell Mars exactly what he thinks, but smartly knows now is not the time to make excuses. 
 
   Since Mars insists on including them, however, he might as well put them to good use. 
 
   It starts with a knock on the door.
 
   “Off,” he says, and the screen goes blank. He’s mildly disappointed that he didn’t get to see his warrior finish bludgeoning his opponent to death with an iron bar. “Enter.”
 
   The door eases open and Davis, the exotic beauty, walks through, her strides rigid. Thankfully, she’s no longer wearing her armor or helmet. Instead, she’s garbed in tight black leggings and a black tank top. Although personally the Destroyer thinks she’s wearing far too much eye makeup, he admits to himself that she probably needs it. At least fifteen years older than him, she’s probably lost at least half of her beauty. And yet, she’s still a real looker. Her dark hair is pulled into a tight bun.
 
   “Shut the door,” he says.
 
   She obeys and he gawks at her from behind.
 
   When she turns back, he pretends to be studying something on the portable holo-screen on his desk. He looks up and right away notices how severe her stance is. “At ease,” he says. “Consider this meeting…informal.”
 
   “Thank you, sir,” she says. “May I?” She motions to the chair opposite him.
 
   “Of course.” 
 
   “If you don’t mind my asking, sir, why am I here?” she asks.
 
   The nerve of this girl! He can tell by the look in her dark eyes that she has zero respect for him; that, like Long Legs Lacey, she thinks he’s just some stupid teenager fighting way above his weight level. All the Sirs and posturing in the world can’t hide the contempt on her face. 
 
   “Because I said so,” he says, immediately exerting his authority.
 
   “Okay,” she says. She doesn’t even bother to add Sir this time.
 
   “I just want to know my team members better. I’m having meetings with each of you.”
 
   His explanation seems to put her at ease, her body slumping slightly. “Oh,” she says. “What do you want to know?” Stupid girl.
 
   “Why you’re not at Pop Con anymore, for starters.”
 
   She blinks. “Like you, I was terminated.”
 
   “For?” He doesn’t really care, but she needs to think otherwise.
 
   “Who the hell knows?” Her expression tightens, her words coming out sharp and frustrated. “I accidentally shot a civilian,” she admits. “But it wasn’t my fault. The fool tried to jump in front of the UnBee I was terminating.” 
 
   Hmm…maybe Davis won’t be as easy to hate as he first thought. But then he feels the familiar itch, the one he’s had ever since he felt the last throb of pulse in Lacey’s neck before her heart stopped. He knows if he doesn’t scratch it soon, he’ll grow crazy. After the day he had today, he deserves a release. 
 
   “Michael Kelly’s a douche,” he says.
 
   “I know, right?” She’s nodding firmly, her entire demeanor toward him changing the moment the words left his lips. She’s as moldable as a block of children’s putty. 
 
   “I like you, Davis,” he says. “I want you to be my second-in-command on the team. The one I can count on. You interested?” He barely manages to keep a straight face.
 
   The look of surprise on her face is classic. “Wow. I—I’m honored…sir. I didn’t really expect…I didn’t think…yes. The answer is yes. Of course.”
 
   Dumb. As. Rocks. The bait is out and the silly mouse is scurrying toward it. Time to add the trap. “Excellent. I was hoping you’d say that. We have a lot to do tomorrow, and I’d really like your opinion on a few ideas I have. But, seriously, I can’t look at the walls of this office for one more second. What do you say we get out of here and grab a bite to eat? We can talk about your promotion, too.”
 
   He holds his breath. Does she suspect the lie?
 
   A faint smile crosses her face. “You sure this isn’t just a ploy to bag an older woman?” she says. 
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “I’m just messing with you. Let’s just see where the night takes us.”
 
   He realizes she’s flirting with him, probably thinking he’s just a dumb kid who will fall for that crap. Or perhaps she’s really into him. It wouldn’t be the first time. 
 
   She stands and opens the door, his eyes following every sway of her hips, every curve of her body. Davis really is gorgeous, he thinks.
 
   But another conquest is the last thing on his mind. First he’ll take care of Davis and relieve his murderous itch, and then he’ll take down the Slip.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Want a career that’s challenging, fast-paced, and makes a difference?
 
   Think you have what it takes to be a Hunter?
 
   Speak ‘I’m a Hunter’ into your holo-screen.
 
   You could be the reason our streets are safe.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by the Department of Population Control.
 
   Application process includes medical and psychological exams.
 
   Former military training preferred.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   Harrison got an hour of sleep. An hour if he’s lucky. Every tiny sound sent his mother into a panicked frenzy, muttering under her breath. Zoran and Shut up and Go away, and a number of other nonsensical utterances. 
 
   Once, she screamed, and he thought for sure they’d be caught. It had been a rat, scurrying over her leg. Gross. Do people really live like this? He knows they do, because he once watched a holo-screen special about ‘People of the Tunnels,’ where homeless folks actually sleep in the Tunnels, set in rows, like fallen-over dominoes.
 
   Sleeping on the hard concrete floor in an old building isn’t much better. They had no blankets, so they huddled under a dusty old carpet. 
 
   When he can’t take it any longer, he creeps up the steps to ensure night has fallen, even though his holo-screen says it’s nine in the evening. Due to his mother’s hospital-red clothes, staying hidden during daylight hours was the safest move, albeit an awfully boring day.
 
   Sure enough, the streets are dark. 
 
   But before they venture out, Harrison knows they have to talk. He’s been dreading the conversation all day, especially because he doesn’t have the slightest idea as to his mother’s mental state. 
 
   Before he settles in beside her, he checks his hoverboard one more time. There are a few long, deep scratches along the bottom, from where it contacted the surface of the alley, but other than that it seems okay. With a bit of tinkering, he might even be able to amplify its hoverpower so it can hold two people, something he should’ve thought of before trying to bust his mom out of the asylum. Lesson learned.
 
   His mother watches him as he approaches, her lips moving nonstop. It’s almost creepier when she’s not saying anything. “S-S-Son,” she says, her teeth chattering. It’s not cold enough to make anyone’s teeth chatter. 
 
   “Mom,” Harrison says, sitting far enough away to give her some distance. “How are you?” He feels stupid asking such an inane question to someone who’s been confined to a mental institution for almost a decade.
 
   “You look beautiful,” she says. “Beautiful like a wall-less house. Beautiful like bags of garbage and cracks on the streets. Beautiful like—”
 
   “Thank you, Mom,” he says. He can’t let her get going too far in the wrong direction. “You look beautiful, too. Like a sunny day.” 
 
   She claws at her arm, but her fingernails are trimmed short, and they only leave faint white lines on her skin. “That’s what I should have said. Much better. Much much better.”
 
   “It’s okay. It’s all okay. I was really impressed by the diversion you created to help get us out of that place,” Harrison says. He still can’t quite believe how well she performed. It’s like she was half-acting, if such a thing is possible.
 
   “I’m crazy, not stupid,” she says, and then cackles to herself.
 
   “Uh, yeah. Well, anyway, I came today because…” I’m so sorry. Now that the moment is here, he’s not sure whether he can have this conversation. He’s not sure he wants to know the truth. And what if there is no truth? What if what she said to him so long ago was just the ramblings of a woman whose mind was shattered beyond belief? Has he risked everything for a woman past the point of repair?
 
   “Your father never did anything like this for me,” she says, interjecting. “He only brings bad memories and boiling blood.”
 
   He sighs. Pointless. This whole thing is pointless. The mother he once knew is long gone, replaced by a vague shade of her former self.
 
   “You don’t have to be sorry for not coming sooner,” she says. “I forgive you every moment of every day so there are no more sorrys. The sorrys have been kicked and punched and smashed. Your father’s sorrys are big and mean and take up the whole room.”
 
   Harrison feels a shiver run down his spine, even less from the cold than his mother’s chattering teeth. Perhaps she’s not as far gone as he thought. She practically read his mind. He blows out a breath and starts again. “Thank you, but I am sorry, and always will be. I should’ve come sooner. I wanted to…forget…those times. But as hard as I tried, I coul—”
 
   “We never forget. Never,” she says. “You and me and your father and your brother. We all pretend to forget, but we never do. We have the longest memories of anyone in the entire flooded world.”
 
   Her voice sounds more lucid than ever and yet she’s rambling more and more with each monologue. And he couldn’t possibly have missed that word she said—the one he’s only heard her say once before, in another lifetime. 
 
   Brother.
 
   “I never knew I had a brother,” he says slowly, as if the wrong word might spook her, send her into another fit of screaming.
 
   More clawing at her arm. More white lines. If she had nails her arm would be bloody and torn. He remembers the padded walls, the injury-free zone. Has he put her in serious danger by taking her out of the protective bubble she was in? 
 
   “Your brother isn’t a real person,” she says, as if it should have been obvious from the beginning.
 
   His heart sinks, although he’s not sure why. “Then why do you talk about him?” Other than because you’re insane, he adds in his head.
 
   She giggles. “Just because he’s not called real doesn’t mean we can’t talk about him. Anyway, he’s dead.”
 
   He has the sudden urge to march her back to the asylum. He takes a deep breath. No. He’s been a bad enough son already. At least he can offer her freedom. 
 
   “Your brother got a dud and you got a match,” she says. “So he wasn’t real and you were, even after you were both born. And they say I’m the crazy one.”
 
   Wait…
 
   What?
 
   Like a gear shifting, something clicks inside him. If all the marbles are lost, then does that mean none of them are? “So he was unauthorized, you mean?” Harrison says. He forces himself to keep breathing, although his chest feels tight.
 
   “Yes. Not real. Not a boy. Not a human. An UnBeeeeeee.” She draws the word out eerily.
 
   Holy. Freaking. Crap. Could she be telling the truth? No. No. But somehow he knows the answer isn’t no. “They found him.” Wait. They would be his father’s department. “Father killed my brother?” 
 
   “No. Yes. No.” Mother nods and then shakes her head. 
 
   “Mother, please. Focus. What happened to my brother?” He realizes he’s leaning in, his face a mere handbreadth from hers. 
 
   Harrison pulls back sharply when she laughs.
 
   “Focus is the bullet from a Hunter’s gun. Focus is a laser with your skull in its sights.” 
 
   He shakes his head. If he ever had a brother, she’s not the one to tell him the truth about what happened to him. How he—he swallows—died. Plan B: Ask his father. He shakes his head again. As if his father—the head of FREAKING Pop Con—would admit to ever having an UnBee kid. 
 
   “Got to save him. Got to got to gottogottogottogotto.”
 
   “Mom?” Harrison says. “Save who?”
 
   Her eyes cross and then uncross and she laughs. “You know. The Slip.”
 
   “What? You want to…help the most wanted person in the entire city?” 
 
   “Do the walls crush us like bones in a grinder?” she says.
 
   He takes that as a yes. “We can’t,” Harrison says. “We’ll get ourselves killed. Anyone trying to aid and abet an unauthorized person will be terminated on sight.” He couldn’t have recited it any better in class.
 
   “Not you, silly,” his mother says, rolling her eyes. “Me. Me. Memememememememe.”
 
   He never should’ve gone to the asylum. He never should’ve ditched school. He should’ve walked down the hall, enjoying the slaps on the back and the Way to gos and the huge kiss Nadine would’ve given him. A hero’s welcome. That’s his life. That’s who he is. Right?
 
   I had a brother. An UnBee. Killed. By my father?
 
   “I want to help you,” he says, surprised by his own words and the truth he feels behind them. “I want to help you save the Slip.”
 
   After all, if he’s cutting class and is wanted by city enforcement he has nothing better to do.
 
   And maybe, just maybe, he can finally get his father’s attention.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It takes Harrison less than an hour to rewire his hoverboard. The moment he steps onto it he can feel the added lift. Hopefully it’s just enough to hold his mother’s bird-like weight. 
 
   “C’mon,” he says, offering her a hand. 
 
   “Are we going to fly again?” she asks.
 
   “Yes,” he says, nodding strongly, mistaking her question for excitement.
 
   “No,” she says. “Crash bang boom scrape.” She shows him her scabbed over elbows as proof of his previous failure. 
 
   He sighs. “The board couldn’t hold our weight before,” he explains. “I didn’t think about that part. I didn’t plan it well. This time will be different.”
 
   Her eyes dart from him to the board and back. “I’ll walk.”
 
   He grits his teeth and watches as she starts away from him, down the alley. They’ll be caught in three seconds flat if she insists on travelling on foot. “Mother. No.”
 
   “No no noise noise nose nose hose hose,” she sings, not turning around, not stopping. 
 
   For a fleeting second, a thought forms in his head. Leave her. Let her get caught and returned to the asylum. You can still try to help the Slip if you want.
 
   Instead he races straight for her on his hoverboard, hoping she’ll forgive him for what he’s about to do. At the moment of impact, he brakes sharply, scooping her up in his arms, thankful that he’s been hitting the weights hard and that she’s all skin and bones. 
 
   And she screams. No, more like wails, her cries reaching a crescendo and surely waking everyone sleeping within a two kilometer perimeter. 
 
   “Shush, Mom!” he hisses as he steers them into the night sky, out of range of anything that might scan their eyes or illuminate their presence. She kicks and squirms and fights and it’s all he can do to keep her from throwing herself to her death. 
 
   And then she stops, her face turned toward the sky. “Oooh,” she says. “Sparkly. Like fireworks.”
 
   The stars wink and twinkle from above, and his mother stares at them as if she’s never seen them before, making baby-like coos and murmurs. Harrison holds her tight around the waist and heads for the one place he knows they’ll be able to get help.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Harrison doesn’t know if the Hawk—which whirred overhead only ten minutes ago—spotted them, but just in case, he takes the most convoluted route to his friend’s place. In this case, friend is a loose term. In truth, Harrison wouldn’t be caught dead in public with his childhood acquaintance; and yet, in this particular situation, he trusts him above all others. 
 
   Arriving at the nondescript yellow-siding row house, he lands the hoverboard gently on the sidewalk. A floating holo-ad drifts by, attempting to scan his eyes, but he averts them and stands in front of his mother, who’s whirling in a circle gawking at the sky. “Move on. I’m not buying,” he says, and the holo-ad floats away. 
 
   He presses and holds the button on the wall. “Chet, it’s me, Harrison. Open up.” 
 
   No answer. The house is dark and silent. 
 
   “Dammit,” he mutters, knowing that Chet rarely sleeps, preferring to do his business in the safety of night. If he’s not responding, it’s either because he’s not here or doesn’t want any company. He presses the button again and again, jamming his thumb down and up, down and up, hoping that the annoying sound will force his friend’s hand. 
 
   “The Slip lives here?” his mother says.
 
   “Maybe,” Harrison says neutrally. As if he would know where the Slip lives when all of Pop Con doesn’t seem to have the slightest idea. “Chet, open up!” he growls into the intercom. 
 
   “That’s not my name,” a voice replies. 
 
   God. Not this crap again. “Chet, quit screwin’ around and open the freaking door!” Any second a holo-ad or a Crow or a Hawk could cruise by and catch them out. 
 
   “Sorry, never heard of anyone named Chet around these parts,” the voice says.
 
   He knows he doesn’t have time to be stubborn. “Okay, okay. Wire. It’s me, lowly holo-illiterate”—he lowers his voice—“Harrison Kelly. I come to bow before you and kiss your holo-hacking feet.”
 
   “It’s not really my feet that do the hacking. It’s more my hands, if you’re being literal; or my brain, if you’re not.”
 
   “Wire. Just let us in!”
 
   “Your name is hitting the citywide alerts.”
 
   Harrison’s heart flutters. This is bad. “I need your help.”
 
   “That her?” Wire asks. 
 
   There would have to be a reason given for the alert. The whole city must know that he’s responsible for busting his insane mother out of the asylum. “Yeah,” he says glumly. No way Wire will let them in n—
 
   The door clicks open and Harrison exhales a heavy breath. “Thank you,” he says, stepping inside. He turns back. “Mother, come on—” 
 
   Oh no. She’s halfway down the street, chasing after the floating holo-ad, arms outstretched as if trying to catch it. He hurls himself through the doorway, skimming his hoverboard in front of him and leaping aboard in one swift motion. Ahead of him, the holo-ad stops and turns, focusing its attention on the woman in pursuit. 
 
   He leans forward and speeds up, closing fast. A red beam of light issues from a glass strip along the top of the holo-screen. “Ooh,” his mother says.
 
   He grabs her and zips past the ad, the red laser shooting past them. 
 
   Circling, he gives the holo-ad a wide berth and steers the hoverboard straight through Wire’s door which, thankfully, is still open. “Thanks, Wire,” he whispers in the dark.
 
   The door closes automatically and bright lights hit him in the eyes.
 
   “Ahh,” his mother says.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Tucson Pop Con Hunters terminate family of Slips
 
   In a shocking story that’s casting doubt over the effectiveness of the Department of Population Control, an entire family of Slips has been terminated by Pop Con Hunters in Tucson, Arizona. Four Slips between the ages of six and twelve were terminated on Tuesday, along with their unauthorized parents.
 
    
 
   “There is no cause for concern,” said Tucson Head of Pop Con, Charles Bennett. “This is no indication as to a greater problem, and is more likely a one-off breakdown in the system. The more important thing to remember is that our well-trained Hunters tracked these criminals down and eliminated the threat. Our city can sleep easy knowing that the illegals are no longer stealing our food and resources.” 
 
    
 
   Charles Bennett had no comment when asked to discuss the current Sliphunt underway in Saint Louis, except to say that “Michael Kelly is an exceptionally capable Pop Con Chief.” 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   CorriganMars: Congrats to Charles Bennett and his team for a job well done. I’m confident that the Saint Louis Slip will be terminated shortly, one way or another.
 
    
 
   JamesOrtiz8: Corrigan Mars is on the message board?! What happened? Why did Pop Con let you go?
 
    
 
   CorriganMars: It’s all a mix up that should be resolved shortly. In the meantime, know that the city is as safe as always and the Slip will be brought to justice. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   What seems like hours later, Benson awakes with a start. Beside him, Luce groans. “What time is it?” she asks. 
 
   “The middle of the night, I suspect,” Benson says, mildly embarrassed and highly excited to find her nestled against his side. When she notices, she shrinks away. 
 
   “I—I’m sorry,” she says.
 
   “You never have to be sorry again,” Benson says.
 
   She bites her lip, looking as vulnerable as he’s ever seen her. It doesn’t last long, however, as the sharpness returns to the set of her jaw. The wall she’s built around her emotions seems as thick and impenetrable as the border walls. “Do you think it’s safe to go?” she asks. 
 
   “Luce, I—I’m sorry.”
 
   “You already said that,” she says. “Stop saying that. If I don’t have to be sorry then neither do you.”
 
   “You don’t have to forgive me, you know,” Benson says, wishing he was able to shut his stupid mouth. “I don’t know if I can forgive myself for putting all of you in danger.”
 
   Luce whacks him in the chest. “Ow!” Benson exclaims. “What was that for?”
 
   “For being exceptionally slow sometimes. This isn’t about you putting us in danger. I mean, you didn’t even know you were a Slip, right? Or if you did, you were in denial.”
 
   Rubbing his chest, Benson says, “Wellll…” 
 
   Her glare seems to burn through him. “You knew?”
 
   “I suspected,” Benson admits. “But I locked it away, tried to pretend the fake story my father made up was the real one. Who’s the damaged freak now?”
 
   The intensity of her stare softens, which hopefully means he finally said the right thing. “At least we can be freaks together,” she says.
 
   A joke. Benson will take a joke over another accusation. He smiles but can’t bring himself to laugh.
 
   “I’m not even angry at you,” Luce says.
 
   The skin on his chest stings from her slap. “You could’ve fooled me,” he says wryly.
 
   “You haven’t seen angry yet,” she says.
 
   He doesn’t doubt it. He remains silent, hoping to avoid seeing Luce really angry.
 
   “I’m just…” She sighs. There’s defeat in her tone. “I tend to hide my feelings behind anger.”
 
   “And violence,” Benson chimes in, immediately biting his tongue to try to stop it from forming words. 
 
   Luckily, she laughs. “And sometimes violence,” she admits. “The truth is I’m scared.”
 
   “Um, I’ll protect you?” Like before, he hates how it sounds like a question.
 
   She pinches him on the arm. Hard. Owowow! This time, however, he manages to hold the pain inside. “That’s not what I mean, you damn fool. I don’t need protecting. I’m scared because everyone I’ve ever cared about has been taken away from me. Like I’m cursed. I’m scared that Geoffrey will be next. Then you. Then Check and Rod and Gonzo. Then where will I be? Then what will I have? Nothing.”
 
   Benson says nothing. He’s not used to having anyone care what happens to him. 
 
   “I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have dumped all this on you when you’re the one being hunted by your father and his goons,” she says.
 
   “Thanks for reminding me,” Benson says, still hung up on the fact that she stayed behind to protect him, rather than the other way around. It’s comforting—even if he knows he has to run from her the first chance he gets. 
 
   “Something I don’t understand,” Luce says, “is why your father would help you survive but then go after you the moment you were identified.”
 
   Benson chews his lips, considering how much to tell her. Secrets have only made things worse so far. “I don’t think it’s my father hunting me,” he says.
 
   “What? Of course it is.”
 
   “Hear me out. That guy doesn’t work for my father anymore.”
 
   “The cyborg?”
 
   “Yeah. He was sacked, remember? They showed it on the holo-screen, along with Corrigan Mars. I think they’ve gone rogue.” Benson’s wheels are spinning faster and faster. “Yeah, my father is probably trying to protect me. That’s why he sacked them. Only it didn’t take. They aren’t backing off. They’re hunting me anyway.”
 
   Luce squeezes his hand, which feels considerably better than a pinch to the arm. “You’re just guessing,” she says. “It’s your father’s job to find you.” To kill you, she doesn’t say.
 
   “It was his job before, too, when I was a kid. He protected me. He saved me.” He abandoned me. Benson wonders whether the more important things are what they’re not saying, what seems to be passing between them like telepathic messages.
 
   “I have to get back to Geoffrey,” Luce says. “I can’t believe I left him. I wasn’t thinking. All I knew is that I couldn’t leave you alone while we were all together.”
 
   “No,” Benson says. “If we try to find them we’ll just end up leading Pop Con to them. They’re better off away from us. Pop Con will lose interest in them as they close the net on us.”
 
   “How comforting,” Luce says.
 
   Stupid, stupid, stupid, Benson thinks. “I’m just trying to tell it like I see it. Honestly, Geoffrey will be safer away from me. Check, Rod, and Gonzo will keep him safe. They’re smart and they’ve been running from the authorities longer than both of us.”
 
   Luce’s eyes catch his, lingering for a moment. “Thank you,” she says. “You’re right. Geoffrey will be safer with them.”
 
   “And so will you,” Benson says. “That cyborg freak probably doesn’t know who you are yet. You could still get away—find the others. Find your brother.”
 
   “Shut. Your. Mouth,” Luce says. “I’m not leaving you alone. You won’t survive one minute on your own.”
 
   “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Benson says.
 
   “Sometimes the truth hurts. Look, we have to get back to my brother and the others, but only when it’s safe. Only when we won’t lead the bad guys right to them.”
 
   Benson doesn’t respond, mulling it over.
 
   “I just mean you need someone to watch your back,” Luce adds.
 
   If not for the seriousness of their situation, Benson would’ve loved to hear those words on Luce’s lips. Instead, they just remind him that whatever happens to her is on him. “I can’t let you do that,” he says, trying to infuse steel into his tone.
 
   Luce laughs. “Let me? I’d like to see you try to stop me.”
 
   Benson shakes his head. Compared to the shattered, flinching girl who only last night told him the heartbreaking story of her almost-rape, this Luce is like the warrior princess from one of his favorite episodes of The Adventures of Zoran. “How do you do it?” he asks.
 
   “Do what?” Luce says, knitting her brows together.
 
   “Act so tough when…” As Benson tries to find the words, he wishes he hadn’t decided to ask the question at all. 
 
   “I’m really so weak?” Luce finishes for him.
 
   “No, I didn’t mean—”
 
   “It’s okay. I am weak. We all are. Only through our positive thinking and actions do we become strong. Even the weakest person in the world can become the strongest in their own mind.”
 
   “Oh.” It’s not what Benson expected her to say. Not even close. 
 
   Luce runs a finger across Benson’s skin, sending lightning bolts up his arm. He relishes every touch—every time she doesn’t flinch away from him because of her past. “What are we going to do?” she asks.
 
   Benson tries to focus, but realizes it’s not just the incredible sensation of Luce’s touch that’s confounding him. It’s everything—the whole situation. The fact that she said we. The fact that there’s nothing they can do. Except get as far away from his friends as possible and keep on running like a stray dog from the dog catcher bots.
 
   But there’s one thing he does know: If he’s going to die, he at least wants to know the truth from his father before he does. Where he came from, why he didn’t have a birth authorization, and why his father pushed him in the river that day. 
 
   “I’m going to confront my father,” he says.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   There’s a reason why very few UnBees escape detection long enough to become a full-fledged Slip. The entire city is set up to track its citizens. Although holo-ads are designed to sell products, the Department of Population Control has a direct feed to the information they provide. Any anomaly or aberration pops up as an alert, and Crows and Hawks converge on the location like flies on fresh feces. 
 
   Sticking close to each other’s sides, Benson and Luce make their way down the lighted city streets, hugging the shadows near the buildings. As each floating holo-ad passes by, Benson covers his eyes with a hand while Luce takes the retinal scan. “Lucy Harris, would you like the chance to win a trip to the northern border? Speak ‘I want to win!’ now.”
 
   “Go to hell,” she says.
 
   “Next time you might want to go with ‘no, thank you,’” Benson whispers. 
 
   “That would raise an even bigger red flag,” Luce says. “I’m never that polite to the holo-ads.”
 
   It’s a good point. “What if they’re looking for you, too?” Benson asks.
 
   Luce lowers her voice as a holo-ad whizzes by, ignoring them, likely heading back to the company for reprogramming or repair. “I doubt they’ve linked us together yet,” she says. 
 
   Linked us together. Benson likes the sound of that. If only. As they turn a corner, he searches for an opportunity to slip away. Slip away. Ha. 
 
   Laughing internally at his bad joke, Benson notices a flash of yellow above him, dangling from a street light. A kite, complete with a long tail decorated with red wings. Not unlike the kites he used to see flying overhead from his fenced-in backyard. He’s never seen a kite in the city. Never. It’s like every aspect of his past is finally catching up with him, forcing itself to be heard—to be remembered.
 
   “Where is this guy you know that can remove your fake retinas?” Luce asks, drawing his attention away from the stuck kite. 
 
   Benson cringes. “Well, I don’t exactly know him,” he says.
 
   “What? You said you know a guy.”
 
   “I said I know of a guy,” Benson says.
 
   Luce stops and turns on him. Uh oh. He can practically feel her wrath pulsing through her skin, coming off in hot waves. Is this her being scared again? Sometimes he wishes her version of scared was a little more timid and less I-want-to-rip-your-head-from-your-shoulders. “What if we find this guy and he turns us in for the reward money? Surely he won’t take a risk on aiding a Slip.”
 
   Benson has already thought of that. “He has a reputation to maintain. In his line of business, client anonymity is everything.”
 
   “No,” Luce says. “Money is everything. And staying alive. This is a bad idea.” Benson watches in morbid fascination as her hands go to her hips. 
 
   “I can’t keep running around the city hoping my eyes don’t get scanned,” Benson says. 
 
   Her stance remains rigid for three more beats and then her body relaxes. “I know. You’re right. It’s just, there has to be a safer way.”
 
   “Check would know what to do,” Benson says, feeling a pang of fear in his chest. What if the deranged cyborg and his rogue Hunters find his friends instead of him? What lengths will they go to in order to find him? Would they hurt his friends? Would they kill them?
 
   “We have to keep moving,” Luce says, blocking a holo-ad that floats too close.
 
   “Lucy Harris…female…sixteen years old…do you have a boyfriend?” 
 
   “None of your damn business,” Luce says to the screen. “Leave me alone.”
 
   The holo-screen attempts to get around her and Benson shields his eyes, seeing the red scanner beams squirming between his fingers. 
 
   “I said leave me alone,” Luce growls, trying to push between the hover-screen and him. 
 
   The floating ad bumps his shoulder. What the heck? As annoying as the ads can be, they’ve never touched him before. 
 
   “Pushy bugger,” Luce says, and Benson hears a crash. He peers through his fingers to find Luce standing over a shattered holo-screen. 
 
   An electronic static-filled voice says, “Destruction of public property is a criminal offense.”
 
   “Add it to the list,” Luce growls.
 
   “Lucy Harris, do you have a boyfriend? If so, the perfect gift is our new fragrance for him, ‘Thunder.’ Add the perfect storm to your relationship today.”
 
   With a heavy stomp, she crushes the screen under her foot and it finally goes silent. “I’ve always wanted to do that,” she says, turning to Benson. 
 
   “That was weird,” Benson says. “Something’s not right.”
 
   “You think? We’re being chased by Hunters who, oh yeah, don’t actually work for the Department of Pop Con.”
 
   “Crap,” Benson says, spotting movement.
 
   “Yeah, this sucks.”
 
   “No, I mean, look.”
 
   Luce follows Benson’s finger to where it’s aimed at another holo-ad, which is heading lazily in their direction. “Let’s go,” Luce says.
 
   She grabs Benson’s hand and they pick up their pace, moving down the street, which ends in a T-intersection. Benson pulls her to the right, his brain automatically analyzing the map of the city he’s memorized and determining the quickest route to their destination.
 
   With a whoosh, the holo-ad races past, stopping just ahead to block their path.
 
   “I’ll be damned,” Luce says. “Apparently the new ad delivery system is set to Super Pushy.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s it,” Benson says as another hover-screen rushes past, stopping next to the first. “I think they’re purposely trying to stop us.”
 
   Luce opens her mouth to respond, but before she can a half-dozen screens surround them, seemingly appearing from nowhere. Acting on instinct, Benson stands back to back with Luce. “Benson, this isn’t good,” Luce says. “We’ve got to break through the gaps. Make it to the Tunnels if we can. It’s our only hope.”
 
   “The Tunnels will be swarming with rogue Hunters,” Benson says, watching as the gaps between the holo-ads are quickly filled by more screens, zooming in from every direction. It’s like every floating holo-ad in the city has locked in on their position, as if Luce destroying one of them incited the rest to revenge.
 
   “It’s a risk we’re just going to have to take,” Luce says. “On my count, let’s break for the alley ahead on the right.”
 
   Benson glances in the direction she indicates, spotting the “T” sign immediately. There will be stairs or a lifter—something to get them below to the Tunnels. “Okay,” he says.
 
   “One…”
 
   The holo-ads begin closing in, jerking and shimmying, as if expecting their quarry to flee at any second. They got that right, Benson thinks.
 
   “Two…”
 
   Beams of light issue from a glass strip above the screens, bathing their faces in a red glow. All of the screens try to speak at once, their computer-like voices mashing together in a stream of commands. “Lucy—Benson—Harris—Mack: Stop—don’t move—and put your hands—and drop to the ground—in the air—under arrest—for crimes against—the Department of Population Control—your country.” 
 
   Benson’s heart pounds in his head, like it used to do when he was a kid and his father first took him down to the river.
 
   “Three!” Luce shouts and they charge for the part of the circle leading toward the alley. 
 
   “Stop-stop-stop-stop-stop-stop-stop!” a dozen holo-screens say in quick succession.
 
   Luce ducks low, attempting to slide under the floating screens. The screens dive, trying to cut Luce off, and Benson tries to hurdle them. He’s airborne for a long moment, the wind rushing around his face, the voices of the holo-ads garbling together…
 
   And then his foot clips the top of one of the screens, throwing his heels in the air and his face toward the street. In an awkward tangle of arms and legs, he lands on Luce’s back just as she emerges from the holo-ad circle. “Uh!” she says, crying out. He rolls off, scraping his palms on the asphalt. 
 
   “Luce! Are you—”
 
   But she’s already on her feet, grabbing his hand, a stream of blood curling from a gash above her eye to her chin. And then they’re running, their feet pounding the pavement, feeling their pursuers behind them.
 
   When they reach the alley the holo-ads are all around them, like pesky flies but without the buzzing. Benson slaps one, the collision stinging his hand, and it backs off for a moment, before charging toward him once more. Luce grabs it from midair and wrestles with it before slinging it to the ground where it sparks and shoots off plumes of smoke. They duck and dodge and fight their way to the entrance marked with the “T,” and push inside, slamming the door behind them. One holo-ad manages to sneak in at the same time, but together they grab it and bang it against the wall until the screen shatters and it can no longer hover. Luce takes the broken screen and drops it down the stairs, where it clatters all the way to the bottom.
 
   Panting, Benson says, “Are you okay? You’re bleeding.”
 
   Luce raises a somewhat shaky hand to her face and her finger comes away red with blood. “I—I think so. How does it look?”
 
   “You probably need stitches,” Benson says. “Sorry about…well, landing on you, I guess.”
 
   “There will be time for apologies later. We’ve got to find a place to hide.”
 
   “Those holo-ads will be guarding the door. And their masters won’t be far behind. We have no choice but to go down.” 
 
   Luce nods and starts down the steps, moving quickly but quietly, stopping at each landing to listen for sounds. They pass the mangled holo-screen, which looks more like a pile of junk, right at home amidst the litter. 
 
   Silence.
 
   Three floors and seventy-two steps later, they emerge into the Tunnels, which are exceptionally quiet for this time of night. Dim yellow lighting casts a timeless glow on everything. A depressing sheen. It could be the middle of the day or the middle of the night and you’d never know the difference. A few late-night commuters lean against the stone wall, waiting for the next train. The tunnel curves away in each direction; they’ve entered at one of the large bends. Benson’s brain reconfigures itself for a trip underground to their destination.
 
   “Left,” he says. “Uptown. We’ve got a few kilometers to go still.”
 
   As they head in the indicated direction, an approaching train rumbles from somewhere behind them. “We have to separate the first chance we have,” Benson says. “I can’t keep putting you in this kind of danger.” His heart begins to race, if it ever stopped.
 
   “Do you really think that Geoffrey is safe with Check and the others?” she asks. 
 
   Benson knows if he says no that she’ll leave him, that she’ll try to find her brother. He should lie to her, tell her the one and only thing that could save her life, but he doesn’t. He can’t lie to her anymore. “Yes. He’s safe with them. But you should still get away from me.”
 
   “It’s my choice, Benson. I’m not going anywhere.” Luce glances in his direction, but he can’t meet her eyes. This is his fault. She’s aiding a Slip, the penalty for which is…
 
   He can’t say it.
 
   Can’t even think it.
 
   “No,” he says, stopping abruptly and grabbing her shoulder. Everything is spiraling out of control. Just a night ago she was baring her soul and he was holding her hand. And now it’s over. Both their lives are over. “We should separate—split up.” 
 
   “Benson,” Luce says. 
 
   Benson ignores her and keeps talking, so rapidly his words seem to stick together. “Yeah, I’ll lead them away and they’ll forget all about you.” He hates the panic in his voice, but it’s hard to speak when you can’t seem to breathe right. 
 
   “Benson.”
 
   “In fact, you stay here, and I’ll go back up the stairs and surrender myself to the holo-ads. Yeah, you can get away.”
 
   Luce grabs him roughly and shoves him against the wall. “They’ll kill you. They won’t hesitate. I won’t leave a friend.” There are tears in her eyes and his vision blurs as tears flood his own vision. Luce’s grip on him slackens as she seems to realize how close together they are.
 
   When Benson blinks the moisture away, he almost gasps. A dark-clothed Hunter strides past directly behind Luce. Crap. “Luce, they’re here,” he whispers.
 
   Her eyes widen and he sees the fear that penetrates her expression. But just as quickly her eyes narrow and he can almost see the wheels turning in her head. Then, before he can so much as take another breath, she flexes her muscles, takes a deep breath, and leans forward and kisses him hard on the lips. 
 
   His entire body stiffens, shocked by the strange action taken by Luce when they’re in mortal danger, but then relaxes when he realizes what she’s doing: acting. She’s pretending to kiss him, just an act to fool the Hunters—two lovers in the shadows. Not the most wanted fugitives in the city. And yet, even her fake kissing sends Benson’s heart racing. Automatically, his lips melt into hers, rolling over them like gentle waves. His hand curls around the back of her head.
 
   “Anything?” the Hunter shouts to someone Benson can’t see. 
 
   Luce jolts and her eyes pop open, but Benson stops her from turning, kissing her again. They watch each other as they kiss, which should be weird and sort of interesting, but Benson’s too scared to think about all of that. 
 
   “Nothing,” says someone else, presumably another Hunter. They must’ve been closing in from either side, rounding the curve, invisible until the last moment. 
 
   The train rumbles closer. 
 
   “Did you check everyone?” the second Hunter asks the first. The tone sounds so familiar. Benson tries to place it.
 
   “Not everyone, but there was no one suspicious,” the first Hunter says.
 
   “Go back and check everyone, you moron. The little buggers certainly didn’t get past me.”
 
   “I’m the moron? You were one of the first ones inside the last time we had them trapped. How’d that work out for you?”
 
   “Check them,” the second Hunter growls, a command this time. The cyborg, Benson realizes with a start. 
 
   Benson can feel Luce’s heart pounding against his chest. Or is that his heart? No. His, as usual, has switched with his brain and is trying to break through his skull. They’re screwed.
 
   With a screech of brakes, the train pulls to a stop, a burst of wind following it a moment later. “Wait until the doors are about to close,” Benson whispers, his lips brushing hers.
 
   She nods against him.
 
   “Hey you!” one of the Hunters shouts. Benson holds his breath. Is he talking to them? Adrenaline pours through his veins, his body preparing to run. “Yeah you. Did you see a couple of teenagers come down these stairs?”
 
   The law of the Tunnels is that no one talks to Crows or Hunters. 
 
   Benson risks a glance past Luce. The train waits for a few stragglers to board, its doors open. The Hunter’s back is to them. He’s facing an old guy with a thick gray beard. 
 
   “I’ve got to catch this train,” the man says, trying to pull away.
 
   The Hunter grabs him. “Did. You. See. Them?” the Hunter says. 
 
   A loud tone sounds. Last chance to board the train. 
 
   “I’ve really got to go,” the man says. Don’t look at us, don’t look at us, Benson thinks.
 
   The Hunter whips out a large black gun and points it at the old guy’s face.
 
   “Okay, okay,” the guy says. His eyes flick over the Hunter’s shoulder. They lock on Benson. 
 
   No.
 
   Why are the doors not closing yet? Then Benson sees her. How he missed her before, he doesn’t know, except she’s standing so still it’s like she’s an inanimate object. A young girl, no more than eight or nine, is holding the door open with a hand. She’s staring at them. Are you coming? her expression seems to say. 
 
   The old guy raises a hand and points at them. 
 
   The Hunter turns.
 
   Benson shoves Luce and pushes off from the wall. In his peripheral vision he sees the Hunter whirling, his gun catching up to his body, taking aim, firing…
 
   Within the confines of the Tunnels, the blast is like an echoing explosion, and for a moment Benson can’t hear anything. Luce is still beside him and they dive inside the door, which is finally closing, the girl having moved her hand away, her face shocked as she clings to her mother, who’s similarly clinging to a metal pole. And their mouths are open and they’re…screaming? 
 
   The sound rushes into Benson’s ears, the screams of the train passengers like alarm sirens. 
 
   The doors close and Benson looks at Luce, who seems okay, if a little stunned. Using each other as crutches, they stand, peering out the window as the train lurches forward. A black metal gun barrel faces them, just ahead of the cyborg’s gleaming white smile. 
 
   Benson pushes Luce down, throwing himself on top of her, just as the window explodes inward, throwing tinkling glass shrapnel and heavy wind all around them. The screaming gets louder, reaching a crescendo. 
 
   The train accelerates. They made it. They made it. They—
 
   THUD!
 
   A metallic hand crashes through the seal between the two doors. There’s a grunt and a groan and the doors shudder. The gap widens as the cyborg pries the doors apart. 
 
   “Benson!” Luce cries. 
 
   “C’mon!” Benson says, once more fighting to his feet, pulling her after him. Slipping on glass shards and nearly tripping on the girl and her mother, who are cowering on the floor, they stumble down the car, which is careening around the bend in the tunnel. 
 
   There’s a shout—no, a roar—behind them as the cyborg slams the doors open. Heavy footsteps sound in their wake. They reach the end of the car and Benson presses the button to open the door to the next one, risking a glance behind him as the door breathes open. The cyborg is stalking toward them, taking his time. He’s wearing the same smile as before, and Benson’s shocked once again to see how young he looks. Thankfully, he’s unarmed, having lost his gun while trying to smash his way onto the train. 
 
   They flee to the next car and press the button to close the door. 
 
   Surprised looks and heavy stares flash past on either side, but the passengers stay out of their way as they reach another door. Behind them, the previous door sighs open. “I see you, Slip!” the cyborg croons. “Your ass is mine.”
 
   God. “Uh, maybe later,” Benson says, opening the next door. Maybe never. 
 
   Following the same pattern, they race from car to car, glancing back occasionally, where their pursuer is always about a car behind. The smile plastered on his face makes it obvious he’s enjoying their little game of cat and mouse. 
 
   Finally, they reach the last car. They’re out of room to run and the train is still moving fast, not yet approaching the next station. A door is marked with “Authorized personnel only.” Luce yanks at it, but it’s locked. 
 
   The cyborg enters the last car. 
 
   “Well, well,” he says. “I guess all good things have to come to an end.”
 
   A sudden and unexpected calm washes over Benson as he realizes what he has to do. “Luce, stay behind me. The second the doors open at the next stop, run and don’t look back. Find your brother. Get out of the city. Leave the rest to me.”
 
   “Benson, no—”
 
   “Just do it!” he screams, pushing her back, turning away from her startled expression. He can’t think about it or he might not do it. And he has to. If nothing else, he has to save her. 
 
   He takes a step toward the cyborg. 
 
   The cyborg’s smile widens as he takes a matching step, cracking his knuckles, both metal and bone. 
 
   Luce grabs him from behind, spins him around, and points upward. “Give me a boost,” she says. Benson looks up to find an emergency exit, a hatch with a red button in the center. A last hope?
 
   He stoops down and cups his hands together. When Luce steps on his interlocked fingers, he lifts upward with all his might. She presses the button and the hatch flies away, clattering along the roof. Wind whips around him as Luce clambers through the hole. 
 
   “No!” the cyborg screams, his footsteps hammering toward them. 
 
   Luce reaches through the hatch, offering her hand. Benson jumps, grabbing it with one hand and the lip of the hatch with the other. With her help, he pulls himself up, crabbing a knee onto the roof.
 
   Something grabs him from below, crushing his toes through his shoes. “Ahh!” he yells, kicking at the Destroyer, who only tightens his metal grip. 
 
   “Going somewhere, Slip?” he says, pulling him down. 
 
   Muscles burning, Benson clutches at the roof, while Luce yanks at his other arm. His body starts to stretch, as if they’re trying to tear him in two. Sweat instantly coats his fingers, which begin to slip away from both the roof and Luce’s hand at the same time. 
 
   “Enough of this crap,” Luce says through gritted teeth. In one swift motion, she heaves Benson’s arm upward and slides past him feet first, throwing herself back into the car. 
 
   Nonononono! Benson screams in his head as he realizes she’s doing the exact same thing he’d planned to do earlier: sacrifice herself to save him. He reaches back, trying to grab onto any part of her he can get his hands on. 
 
   What he sees shocks him.
 
   Luce is hanging from the hatch, her face a mask of focus and concentration as she tries to pull herself up. The Destroyer is on the floor, rubbing his forehead, which has a distinct imprint of two shoes smudged on his skin. “A little help,” Luce says.
 
   In awe, Benson grabs her and pulls her onto the roof, even as the Destroyer snaps to his feet, karate-style. “This way,” Luce says, crawling along the roof, the wind spraying her hair behind her. Benson scurries after her, ignoring the agony shooting through his crushed toes, glancing back once to see the cyborg muscling himself up. His smile is gone, replaced by a slash of anger from his fierce black eyes to the hard line of his mouth. 
 
   “Go go go!” Benson shouts unnecessarily. 
 
   The arched stone ceiling is so low it almost feels like its reaching out toward Benson’s head, trying to rip him to shreds.
 
   “Stay high,” Luce says, which makes no sense at all. High? Shouldn’t they be staying low? “Duck when I tell you to,” she says, in a low voice that only Benson will be able to hear. “Okay?”
 
   Benson’s knowledge of the Tunnels connects with Luce’s words and her plan makes perfect sense. Perfect, perfect sense. They’re approaching the next station. Even as he thinks it, the train begins to slow, its magnetic brakes kicking in automatically. 
 
   Despite every instinct telling him to stay low, he lifts his body as high as he dares, the ceiling so close, screaming past him violently. Luce does the same and, together, they block the Destroyer’s view of what’s ahead. “If you give up now, I’ll kill you quickly,” the cyborg says, his voice close behind. 
 
   Benson knows it’s a lie. This guy will enjoy pulling him apart, limb by limb. He turns to face the Hunter, forcing a grim smile to his face. He trusts Lucy with every cell in his body. “I hope you die slowly,” Benson says.
 
   The Destroyer’s face flashes surprise just as Luce yells, “Down!” 
 
   Benson thrusts his body downward, flattening himself on the roof, willing his body to meld with it. Darkness bursts past, the roof getting even lower, as it always does as the tunnel narrows at each station. 
 
   The Destroyer screams and there’s a vicious crash, like an aut-car colliding with a building, and then the scream cuts off.
 
   The train eases to a stop.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Are you facing a life-threatening disease?
 
   Or are you simply tired of life?
 
   Now you can go out the charitable way, by volunteering
 
   to become an Instant Death Match so a new birth might be authorized.
 
   Give final meaning to your life by speaking ‘I’m ready’ into your holo-screen today.
 
    
 
   This advertisement paid for by the Department of Population Control. The content of this ad refers to assisted suicide, performed by a professional and using the most advanced technology available in a state-of-the-art procedure that is relatively painless. Please contact your health care professional for more information.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   Periods of absolute darkness trade with periods of light so bright it pierces his eyelids, which are glued shut. There are voices, sometimes muffled and sometimes as sharp as the pop of a firecracker. Although Domino Destovan knows they’re speaking a language he should understand, the pain is so overwhelming that it smothers all else. Like fire in his chest. Like hot steel bullets in his limbs. Like a nest of stinging hornets in his skull.
 
   Half the time he doesn’t know if he’s asleep or awake, dead or alive. Only that he exists, on some level.
 
   The memories are there, but none of them fit, like fragments of a thousand-piece puzzle missing half its pieces. There are snatches of long black hair dusting his face, a firm body on top of him. And then two teenagers running away—a girl and a guy—boarding a train—a train he knows he has to catch. The dark-haired beauty leans down and presses against him, kissing him, using him. He doesn’t know how, but he gets on the train, despite the doors having already closed. He’s angry. At the woman? At the teenagers? Both. He’s angry at both, but gleefully so. So angry he can’t stop smiling, the blood pumping through his entire body like boiling hot lava. Davis. He remembers her filthy name. He remembers. She’s using him to improve her standing on his squad. What squad? What standing? Doesn’t know. Doesn’t care. 
 
   He throws her off of him, dumping her on the floor like the worthless pile of bones that she is. Still naked, she’s on her feet in an instant, not scared, but royally pissed off, screaming at him, telling him what a half-metal freak he is. He never stops smiling, even as he crushes her to the wall, relishing the fear that replaces her anger, relishing the way her lithe body tries to squirm away from his iron grip. But no, she’s gone again, and he’s chasing the girl and the guy through the train, from car to car. They manage to evade him and climb to the roof.
 
   But he knows they’re only delaying the inevitable, just like Davis.
 
   The life leaves her and he lets gravity drag her to the floor, her dark hair painting a swirling pattern on the spotless white carpet. 
 
   Clever, clever…Slip? The word comes to him like a struck match in the dark. Slip. Yes. The boy was a Slip. His quarry. And for the second time, the Slip outsmarted him. Or the girl did. One or the other or both. They ducked at the last second and the roof came out of nowhere and destroyed the Destroyer.
 
   But he’s not dead. Right? Right? He tries to form the words on his lips, but they’re like poison, melting over him, sending shivers of agony through the entirety of his body.
 
   Heavy hands clamp down around him and he gags when something hard is shoved down his throat. 
 
   Eyes. Won’t. Open.
 
   Brain. Won’t. Function.
 
   Whywhywhywhy
 
   WHY?
 
   A familiar voice cuts through the fog in his ears. “What can you do, Doctor?” He knows that voice, that man. His whole body starts shaking as he strains to open his eyes. “What’s happening?” the voice barks.
 
   “His body is in shock. It’s fighting the treatment. We don’t have many options left,” says another voice.
 
   “But there are options?”
 
   His throat feels as dry as desert sand. Water, water, I need some freaking WATER! The roar in his head comes out as a weak “Uhhhh” from his lips. 
 
   “Yes. We’ll have to use more…machine parts. Much of his organic tissue is destroyed beyond repair.”
 
   “What about transplants?”
 
   “There’s not enough of his own material to support it. Unfortunately, this boy will be more machine than human when we’re done with him.”
 
   “Just do what you have to do,” the man says. The name slices through his screams for water like a rock in a fast-moving stream:
 
   Corrigan Mars.
 
   Darkness falls like a scythe. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When it rains it pours. The old saying could be the motto for his entire life.
 
   Michael Kelly’s dark aut-car has been driving around the city for hours, aimlessly, programmed to cover every single street, including alleyways. He started the search the moment he was informed of Harrison’s role in his wife’s escape from the asylum. 
 
   Blind. That’s the only word he’d use to describe himself at this moment. He was blind when he spoke with Harrison last night—completely ignorant to what his son was thinking and feeling—and he’s blind now. Even as he stares out the dark-tinted windows it’s as if he can’t see at all. 
 
   The disturbance with the holo-ads and the underground train took his mind off of Harrison and Janice for a few minutes, but not for long. At least the ruthless cyborg who’s clearly working for Corrigan Mars was badly injured during the chase.
 
   And Benson got away. Almost impossibly, he escaped once more. A pulse of pride beats in his chest. His son has lasted on his own, on the streets, for longer than any other Slip. Well, perhaps not entirely on his own. The witnesses said he was with a girl. A pretty one, too, by the sound of it. 
 
   Run, Benson. Run.
 
   Endless streets and endless buildings blur past. His entire family is out there somewhere, the gulf between them seemingly endless. 
 
   Glancing at his portable holo-screen’s projection, he checks the retinal scan alerts around the city. A drug dealer. A known thief. No hits on his family, none since Benson and the girl, Lucy Harris, were identified by the holo-ads. And not a single one on Harrison or Janice, as if they simply don’t exist anymore. 
 
   His holo-screen beeps as there’s an incoming call. Hodge. “Accept,” he says, and Hodge’s face projects from the screen. There are dark circles under his eyes, as if he hasn’t slept in days. “Yes?” Michael says.
 
   “Still no trace of your son or wife,” Hodge says.
 
   “Then why are you calling?” He’s not in the mood for small talk.
 
   “You asked me to check in every hour, sir,” Hodge says blandly.
 
   Right. Has it really been an hour since the last check in? Yes. Exactly an hour. “Thank you. And Ben—the Slip? Any news there?”
 
   Hodge opens his mouth and then closes it, as if unsure of how to respond.
 
   “What is it, Hodge?” Michael says.
 
   “Permission to speak freely, sir?”
 
   “Please.”
 
   “The approach you came up with isn’t aggressive enough. Mars’s rogue squad is one step ahead at every turn. Maybe two steps. They’re using every means possible to take out the Slip. We should be, too.”
 
   “Maybe you’re not working hard enough,” he retorts.
 
   “I have eleven different Hunter squads in the field. They’re on fourteen hour shifts. They’re tired and frustrated. They don’t like the idea that even if they find the Slip they’re not authorized to terminate on sight. None of them are willing to die to bring the Slip in unharmed.”
 
   “Then perhaps they shouldn’t be Hunters,” Michael says. “The orders stand. The Slip will not be harmed during capture. Anyone who disobeys this direct order will face criminal charges. There’s a bigger picture to all of this, and the sooner you see it the better. This Slip has evaded us for almost two decades. We need to know how.” Without waiting for a response, he ends the call, Hodge’s face giving way to the retinal scan alerts. Still nothing.
 
   “Home,” Michael Kelly says to the aut-car, which hangs a quick left and reroutes. 
 
   Michael sighs, wondering how much longer he can hold off Hodge and the rest of the department before they start asking for his head on a platter. 
 
   He closes his eyes, hating the thought of facing his empty house alone.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “She’s a bit older than what you usually go for, isn’t she?”
 
   “She’s my mother,” Harrison says. “Look, Chet—”
 
   “Wire,” he says. “If you want to use my services, you’ll call me Wire.”
 
   If Harrison wasn’t so desperate for help, he’d laugh in his face and leave right now. But he has no one else to go to, so he says, “Look, Wire, we need your help.”
 
   Wire leans back in his swivel chair, placing his hands behind his head. “My help, huh? I like the sound of that.” The chair nearly topples over and his arms wave wildly as he tries to get his balance. 
 
   With two agile steps, Harrison catches him and steadies the chair. Wire’s gray eyes are wide. His red hair is sticking up in every direction, like he hasn’t combed it in weeks. Perennial bed head. Splotches of acne coat his chin, nose, and forehead, a classic example of the teenage T-zone. A ridiculous attempt at a goatee hangs in wispy threads from his chin.
 
   I’m desperate, Harrison reminds himself.
 
   “Why is your mother touching the wall?” Wire asks.
 
   Harrison’s eyes dance over to where, sure enough, his mother is running her fingers over the plain plasterboard wall, like it’s a rare artifact. It’s the only wall in the small, cluttered room that’s not blocked by electronic equipment of some sort. “So smoooooth,” she murmurs.
 
   “I guess the stories are true then,” Wire says. “She’s…” He makes a circle with his finger around his ear. 
 
   “Shut your damn mouth,” Harrison says, standing as tall as he can over Wire’s chair. Despite the fact that he’s been thinking the same thing since the moment he laid eyes on his mother almost twenty hours earlier, no one else is allowed to say it—or even gesture it. 
 
   “Okay, okay, geez.” Wire raises his hands above his head. “Touchy subject, eh?”
 
   “Can you help us or not?”
 
   “Breaking someone from the asylum isn’t exactly something I’d planned on getting involved in…”
 
   “Fine. We’re out of here,” Harrison says, knowing full well Wire is just posturing. “C’mon, Mom.” He grabs her arm and pulls her away from a wall of red, green and blue flashing lights. 
 
   “Wait,” Wire says, just as Harrison knew he would. “Maybe I’ll help. If the price is right.”
 
   Harrison stops, but takes his time in turning around. “Maybe?”
 
   “Alright, alright. I’m in. Yeah, I’m in. All the way. An anchor heading straight to the bottom of the ocean. No, wait, that’s stupid. A, uh, a bird flying straight to the sun. Yeah, really, really high.”
 
   “You’d burn up in the atmosphere,” Harrison says.
 
   “I’m wearing a—”
 
   “Even if you’re wearing a spacesuit, the sun will incinerate you.”
 
   Wire chews his lip, stumped.
 
   “This isn’t about my mother,” Harrison says. When Wire raises an eyebrow, he says, “Well, not entirely.”
 
   “Care to elaborate?” Wire says, picking at a scab on his nose.
 
   “No more Slips can die,” his mother says, once more gazing at the panel of flashing lights. “No more sons and no more daughters.”
 
   “Harrison, what the crap is she talking about?” 
 
   Harrison nods, more to confirm his thinking to himself than for any other reason. There’s no turning back once he says it out loud. “We need your help to save the Slip.”
 
   “Get out,” Wire says. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It takes a whole lot of words and a whole lot of pride-swallowing for Harrison to convince Wire to help them. 
 
   And more importantly, a whole lot of money, transferred from Harrison’s LifeCard through a device that Wire swears will remove the link to Harrison’s identity and make the transaction anonymous. If he’s lying, the authorities—and his father—will likely show up at their doorstep within minutes.
 
   “Transfer complete,” Wire’s holo-screen says. Wire removes Harrison’s LifeCard from the slot and hands it back to him. Every last dollar he’s been saving over the last four years. Gone in thirty seconds. 
 
   “I better not regret this,” Harrison says, feeling slightly ill. 
 
   “You won’t, man.” When Harrison frowns, Wire rushes on. “I’m in. Like I said, I’m a bird and—”
 
   “You’re headed on a one-way trip to the sun, I know.”
 
   “Ha ha. Funny. But really, I have no love for Pop Con. Hell, they’ve blown up some of my best programs over the years. But they’ve never caught the man. Not once. I look forward to sticking it to them, to screwing with their capture of the Slip. By the time we’re through with them, they’ll look like fools. Your father will look like a child wearing a turkey outfit. He’ll be flapping his wings and squawking and—”
 
   “I get it,” Harrison says, tiring of Wire’s rambling analogies. “Let’s get started.”
 
   Wire rubs his hands together. “Okay. But first, can you, like, turn off your cray-cray mom? I’m afraid she’s going to break something.”
 
   Harrison—barely—manages to ignore Wire’s reference to his mother’s insanity, turning to find her under a table, tapping on a metal box. “Hellooo!” she says.
 
   “She’ll be fine,” he says. “Trust me.”
 
   Wire looks skeptical, but he doesn’t push any further. “What first?” he asks.
 
   Harrison smiles. “First we screw with their tracking systems.”
 
   Wire returns Harrison’s smile with one of his own, full of crooked teeth and red gums. “Screwing with stuff happens to be my specialty,” he says, turning to the largest of several holo-screens he has positioned in front of him. “Luckily, I’ve been saving some of my best programs for just such an occasion. We could start with this nasty snake algorithm I’ve been perfecting since eighth grade. I call it Anaconda and I’ve been itching to take it for a spin. Or perhaps we could go with Iron Wall? If it does what I expect it to, Pop Con will be running in circles for days before they can break through all the lines of code. What do you think?”
 
   “Run them both,” Harrison says. “And run anything else you’ve been cooking up, too. I want to hit them with an itch so devilish they won’t know whether to scratch their asses or between their toes.”
 
   Wire’s red-rimmed eyes seem to water with excitement, reflecting the glow of the screens. His fingers fly between them, tapping buttons mixed in with voice commands that sound like nonsense to Harrison. In some ways his friend is a complete moron, and in others he’s a maniacal genius. Seeing the combination in action is scarier than watching his mother remove her shoes and talk into them like holo-screens. 
 
   He tries to ignore her and focus on the screens, which are flashing with icons of dynamite and sharks and a fanged snake and, of course, a large iron wall. Wire’s life work. 
 
   After ten minutes, Wire stops and turns to look at him. “You sure about this?”
 
   Harrison thinks about a brother he never had the chance to meet, of a mother who was pushed off the tracks of a good life, of a father who was never there for him. All because of the Department of Population Control. “Do it,” he says.
 
   Wire says, “Initiate all programs.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Rise in Death Match murders believed to be linked to matched would-be parents growing desperate
 
    
 
   Despite the new Instant Death Match program, Prisoner Overflow List, and other creative measures undertaken by the Department of Population Control, the line for birth authorizations continues to grow longer and longer. This has led to a rise in the murders of Death Matches by prospective parents, who believe that simply killing their assigned Death Match will provide them with immediate birth authorization. However, in many of these cases, the investigation led straight to the matched parents and they were immediately brought to justice, the murderers terminated in accordance with the law.
 
    
 
   In a brief response from Michael Kelly, the Head of Pop Con said, “While an unfortunate trend, this is not a Pop Con matter. We are simply responsible for managing the population, while crimes such as these fall under federal jurisdiction. It should be noted that in most of these cases the perpetrators were terminated, leading to the issuance of three new birth authorizations. One for the Death Match that was murdered; one for the would-be father; and one for the would-be mother.”
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   FredLuck13: It annoys me that people would try to beat the system when other, honest people are following all the rules and waiting patiently for birth authorization. My wife and I have been waiting thirteen long years for our Instant Death Match to come through. You don’t see us out murdering people!
 
    
 
   GinaLove84: Even though Michael Kelly sounds like a robot when he talks, I’d still take him home with me in a second. Gor-geous!
 
    
 
   HenryRasmus100: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-One
 
    
 
   Benson doesn’t know what he should be feeling. Joy and satisfaction because they killed the cyborg? Relief at having dodged yet another bullet? Fear that they’re still being hunted? Exhilaration at having kissed Luce for the first time, even if it was nothing more than an act to save their lives?
 
   But he doesn’t feel any of those emotions. All he feels is deep and profound sadness. Luce was almost killed because of him. She shouldn’t even be here. She shouldn’t even be associated with him. As if aware of what he’s feeling, she refuses to leave his side, even after they’ve managed to sneak through the Tunnels and enter the old warehouse, as if he might disappear at any second. 
 
   “Luce, you need to go find Geoffrey.” Benson hates the fact that his heart doesn’t want her to go, even if he knows it could save her life.
 
   “Geoffrey is safe—you said it yourself. I’m not going anywhere,” Luce says. “I can’t go anywhere.”
 
   It’s the last part that hurts the most, because he knows it’s true. Despite his best efforts, she’s in as deep as he is now. The holo-ads read both their eyes together. His name is only just above hers on Pop Con’s most wanted list. If they find her, regardless of whether she’s alone or with him, they’ll…
 
   Benson looks away from her, fighting his emotions. An apology runs through his head, on an endless loop. I’msorrysosorryI’msorrysosorryI’m—
 
   “Buck up, Benson,” she says. “We’re still alive. They don’t have us yet.” She pinches him on the arm and the sting, along with the directness of her words, help to clear his head. 
 
   “I don’t want this to be the end,” he says, adding “of us” in his head. 
 
   “It’s not. Let’s stick to the plan, okay? Don’t go getting all hopeless-romantic on me. This isn’t Romeo and Juliet. We’re not going to shoot each other in the head and do Pop Con’s job for them.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s what happens in Romeo and Juliet,” Benson says. 
 
   “You get what I mean though, don’t you? We’re going to fight all the way…” She trails off, clearly not wanting to say “to the end.” 
 
   “Until we win,” Benson finishes for her, feeling the slightest bubble of hope in his chest. Can Pop Con be defeated? Is that even a possibility? Maybe, he thinks. Maybe with his father’s help. 
 
   “That’s the spirit. Now where do you think we go? This place is like a maze.”
 
   They enter a large, dark room, lit only by dim security lighting. Stacks of cardboard boxes line the floor, creating a path across that really could be a maze. “I’m not sure, only that Rod told me this is the place and that this guy, Eyeball they call him, will find you once you’re inside.”
 
   Luce stops short. “Eyeball? Seriously? What kind of name is that?”
 
   Benson shrugs. “He’s all about eyes apparently. Running this warehouse is just a cover for his real talents.”
 
   They start walking again and she says, “So we just traipse around this place until he shows his face? Why not just sit and wait for him? My legs are like lead and I can barely keep my eyes open.”
 
   “That’s fine,” Benson says, stopping. “We should clean up your cut first, though.”
 
   “Don’t you think it makes me look tougher?”
 
   He shakes his head, but not in disagreement. “You’re plenty intimidating even without a jagged scar on your face.”
 
   “Is that why you used to always become such a stu-stu-stutterer when you were around me?” She laughs and Benson blushes.
 
   “No, that was just because you’re hot.”
 
   “Benson Kelly, I never realized you were so shallow.” She slaps her palms on her cheeks, feigning shock.
 
   “Maybe I’ve been hanging around Check too long,” he says. Immediately he wishes the words back. Check might have a thing for pretty girls, but he’s anything but shallow. 
 
   Luce only laughs, not noticing Benson’s flash of regret. “He’s harmless. I’m sure the lines he uses on me have been used on many other girls, too.”
 
   Not really, Benson thinks. “Make yourself at home,” Benson says, waving at the floor. “Choose any seat that’s open.”
 
   Luce slides to the floor, her back to a wall of boxes. “I picked up some food pills today while I was out,” she says. “Want one?”
 
   His stomach feels as empty as a robot’s chest, so he accepts a pill and pops it in his mouth, crunching down hard. A hamburger and fries. Lucy chews one, too.
 
   “We’ve got to take care of your eye,” Benson says. Trying to concentrate on the wound, rather than her bright blue eyes, Benson inspects the damage. The slice is just above and to the right of her left eye, her skin ripped open when she hit face first on the street after Benson landed on her. Dried blood surrounds the cut, but the coppery liquid continues to leak from the center where the gash is the deepest.
 
   “How’s it look?” Luce asks.
 
   “Pretty rough. I’m not sure it will heal well without stitches.”
 
   “Better than a bullet to the head,” she says.
 
   He can’t argue with that, so he pulls at one of the sleeves of his t-shirt, stretching the material until it starts to tear.
 
   “Let me guess, you’re picturing your shirt as the cyborg’s face?” Luce says.
 
   “Something like that,” Benson says, although really he was hoping he’d be strong enough to rip off a strip so he wouldn’t look like a pathetic wimp. Thankfully, the material tears away easily. It’s not a perfect strip, but it’ll do. 
 
   “Show off those guns,” Luce says, gesturing to his now-exposed bicep.
 
   Benson wonders whether his face will stay warm for the rest of his life, however short that may be. Trying to hide his embarrassment, he goes to work wiping away the dried blood around the wound and on her cheek. He licks his finger and wipes away the bits that won’t come off with the dry cloth. 
 
   “It’s almost like you spat on me,” Luce jokes.
 
   “Janice used to do that to get dirt off my face,” Benson says. “I never really thought about it, but I guess it’s kind of gross.”
 
   “Blood on my face is also kind of gross,” she says. Her eyes are closed, which makes it easier for him to inspect his handiwork.
 
   “We’ll need to properly clean it soon,” he says. “So it doesn’t get infected. But this’ll do for now.” 
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem.” Benson’s mind wanders back to the Tunnel, to the kiss. “Hey,” he says.
 
   Luce raises an eyebrow, and for a moment he loses his confidence. “Yeah?”
 
   He gathers his frayed nerves, bundling them together. “Back in the tunnel…I’m sorry you were forced to…get so close to me.” Like really close. Like lips-against-lips close.
 
   Luce’s cheeks flush a soft shade of pink, an unexpected reversal. “Benson Mack…Kelly, whatever your name is, just because I’ve been traumatized doesn’t mean I don’t want to kiss you. It just means I have to try not to think about it too much.”
 
   “But you were just acting, right? To hide?”
 
   “Yes,” she says, making Benson’s heart drop into his stomach. “But that doesn’t mean I didn’t enjoy it.” She flashes a dazzling smile. “I’ve wanted to do that for a while now.”
 
   He returns her blush, trying to force ice into his cheeks. “Since when?” Benson asks.
 
   “Do you remember that day they had the food rally in the city?”
 
   Benson nods, remembering. The place was ripe for Picking, plenty of wealthy humanitarians donating supplies for the city food bank. Why not spread the wealth a little? “Yeah, but that was like two years ago,” he says, his eyes widening when he realizes what she’s saying. “You’ve liked me that long?”
 
   “Pretty much,” she says. “You and Check got in a big argument. He wanted to Pick all day, until we had enough to last us for years. You were opposed to it. Said you didn’t want to take money from people trying to do something good. I saw something different in you that day.”
 
   That was the moment? Benson thinks. In the end, they’d agreed to disagree and Check had gone solo until he realized that the rally-goers were smart enough not to carry significant funds on their LifeCards. “Wow,” Benson murmurs, wondering how he never realized she liked him in that way. 
 
   “What about you?” Luce asks, turning the tables on him.
 
   “Oh, uh…” Benson considers how best to tell her the truth without sounding like a silly infatuated boy with a meaningless crush. “Almost right away.” Or completely right away. Was there an exact moment? He tries to remember. Yes! “We were only eleven, and you’d just stolen our Grunks, remember?”
 
   She nods slowly. “You liked me because I stole your Grunks?”
 
   “No. I liked you because you offered us part of the take after you realized what had happened. Pickers aren’t usually so generous. I said no and Check said yes and then you’d punched him when he said you were pretty. What can I say? I like a girl who’s strong.”
 
   “And now that you know it’s all an act?”
 
   “It’s not,” Benson says. “The real you is the strong one—the one made from your experiences and challenges, both good and bad. Maybe you’ll never be the same because of what happened to you, but maybe you’re not supposed to be. Maybe you’re better for having survived it.”
 
   She’s silent as he tears off another strip of cloth from his shirt, this time from the other sleeve. He wraps it around her head like a bandana, covering the gash without blocking her vision.
 
   Finished, he waits for her to open her eyes and make some of kind of clever joke, but she doesn’t. She breathes deeply, her chest expanding and contracting. She’s asleep.
 
   His stomach gurgles and he’s tempted to root around in her pockets to find the rest of the food pills she mentioned, but he doesn’t think that’s a position he’d like her to wake up to. So instead, he sits beside her, rests his head against the wall of cardboard boxes, and closes his eyes for just a minute. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When the horn goes off, Benson’s eyes flash open and he bangs his head against the cardboard boxes. Luce also startles awake, instinctively clutching his arm. Huddled together, they blink in tandem against the glare of the circle of bright light that hits them in the face. 
 
   “What the freaking hell?” Luce yells. “Turn that thing off!”
 
   There’s gruff laughter but the light disappears, replaced by an explosion of spots that seem to only get worse as Benson continues to blink. 
 
   “You mean, you dinnit order a wakeup call?” a husky voice says.
 
   “Stop jerking around,” Luce says, still shielding her eyes as if she expects him to hit her with another dose of the light. “Who are you?”
 
   Benson blinks some more and the spots begin to fade. A form materializes. A big, big form. A mixed-race man with a shaved cue-ball scalp, a face as wide as the ocean, eyes so green and sparkly they almost look like actual emeralds, and wearing the broadest red-lipped smile Benson’s ever seen in his life. 
 
   “I’s Eyeball,” the guy says. 
 
   Benson looks at Luce, whose jaw is clenched in anger. A circle of blood has seeped through the makeshift bandage while they slept. Overall, she looks pretty bad-ass. Stay cool, he thinks. We need this guy.
 
   “I’m, uh, Blondie, and this is Babyface,” Luce says. She flashes a crooked grin Benson’s way.
 
   Babyface? That’s the way she describes me? Benson thinks.
 
   “I know ezzactly who you are, Lucy Harris and Benson Mack,” Eyeball says. “Even lowlife fake retina dealers been checkin’ the holo-news.” His voice is so deep it’s like the rumble of an engine. He places his massive orange flashlight and blow horn on the floor and crosses his meaty, tattoo-covered arms over his chest. 
 
   Benson’s final remaining thread of hope breaks, as he realizes Eyeball would have to be a thrill-seeking fool to help a Slip. He’s about to shift onto his knees and beg for help, when Lucy says, “Please, Eyeball. Please help us. We have nowhere else to go.” The pain and misery in her tone is so thick that Benson has the urge to wrap his arms around her. 
 
   Eyeball’s smile vanishes and Benson groans. 
 
   “You think I’s fallin’ for dat? Like I’s some sucker who ain’t been ’round the block since I was wearin’ diapers? You got nuther thing comin’.”
 
   Luce gets to her feet. Benson scrambles after her, trying to hold her back before she does something stupid, but he’s too late and she squirms away. As Benson watches in horror, she gets into a fighter’s stance and says, “Listen Turdball, if you don’t do exactly what we tell you to, I’ll kick you in the nuts so hard you’ll feel them in your esophagus. I’ve taken down morons bigger than you before.”
 
   Crap. One hit from a dude this size and Luce will have more than just a scar above her eye. Benson tries to push in front of Luce, his arms out in an attempt to diffuse the situation, but she only shoves him back against the cardboard wall. 
 
   “Try me, punk,” she says. 
 
   Benson leaps forward once more, determined to tackle her to the ground if he has to. But then, to his utmost surprise, Eyeball laughs. Benson freezes. “Hey, cutie, I’s a lover not a fighter. And I’s just messin’ ’round, havin’ a little fun wit’ y’all. I’s help y’all, no prollem.”
 
   Luce doesn’t lower her fists, her eyes boring holes into Eyeball’s head. “Luce,” Benson says. “It’s cool.”
 
   She ignores him. “What do you charge?” she asks. 
 
   Eyeball chews on his sausage-like bottom lip. “For a looker like you? I’ll take fitty percent off. Call it a beauty discount. But your boy will have to pay full price. What services y’all lookin’ for?”
 
   Luce finally looks at Benson, her blue eyes twinkling. She nods encouragingly. “I need my fake retinas removed, and Luce here, I mean Blondie, needs a set of fakes,” Benson says.
 
   “Shouldn’t you get new fakes, too?” Luce asks.
 
   Benson shakes his head. The thought of new retinas suctioning to his eyes again is enough for him to take the risk on his real eyes. “My real retinas aren’t registered. They can’t be scanned. The worst that could happen is that someone will think the scanners are malfunctioning.” 
 
   “Okay,” Luce says, turning back to Eyeball. “And we want something to eat. Something edible.”
 
   “Ten thousand,” Eyeball says. “And the food is free.”
 
   “Five thousand,” Luce counters.
 
   “Eight.”
 
   “Seven.”
 
   “Deal,” Eyeball says, extending a thick hand. Luce hesitates, but only for a second, and then takes it, shaking it once firmly. “And for the record,” Eyeball says, “I’m cheerin’ y’all on. The whole system’s in the crapper. Me and my girl have been tryin’ to get a birth authorization for five years. It just ain’t right.”
 
   “Thanks,” Benson says. “I hope you get it soon.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Two
 
    
 
   “Ahhhhhh!” Benson screams, his teeth crushing the rubber stick in his mouth. “Ahhh ahhh ahhh!” He tries to thrash his head, but it’s held tight by some sort of vice-like device.
 
   “Quit being such a baby,” Luce says, looking down from overhead. Although they’re still a shade of blue—albeit noticeably paler—her eyes look so different now. And yet just as mesmerizing. She’s eating half a sandwich. It’s the fifth half a sandwich she’s had, and she’s showing no signs of stopping. 
 
   Benson tries to control his screams, but the pain is like a hot iron being stabbed in his eyes. Compared to this, having his father implant the fake retinas was as easy as catching a drop of rain on his tongue. 
 
   “Ahhh!” he screams again. Luce shakes her head and moves out of view, so that he can only see Eyeball’s bald dome, haloed by the yellow light overhead.
 
   “Almost done,” Eyeball says, using something sharp and pointy to poke at Benson’s eye. 
 
   Almost means ten more minutes of agony. When it’s done, Benson lies on the thin cot panting, vowing to never mess with his retinas again. Sweat streams from his forehead and into his eyes, but the mild sting is a welcome relief compared to the pain he’s just endured. Even the slight tingling doesn’t bother him. 
 
   Luce hovers over him, her mouth open slightly. “Oh. My. God,” she says. 
 
   “What?” Benson says, his voice cracking slightly. “What’s wrong?” Thoughts of broken blood vessels and red eyes spring to mind. 
 
   “Absolutely nothing,” Luce says. “It’s just…your real eyes are…beautiful.”
 
   Oh. “Uh, thanks,” Benson says, feeling yet another blush blanket his cheeks.
 
   “Just gimme my money and get the hell outta here,” Eyeball says.
 
   “C’mon, big guy, don’t be such a hard ass,” Luce says. “It doesn’t suit you. Here.” She hands over a stolen LifeCard. “Take an extra five percent for such good service and the delicious sandwiches.”
 
   Eyeball pretends to still be annoyed but Benson can tell the tip has won him over. When the funds have been transferred, Eyeball says, “Don’t get y’all killed. You can find your own way out.” He saunters off, back into the cardboard maze. 
 
   “Well,” Luce says, “that went well.”
 
   “Maybe for you,” Benson says, still feeling somewhat nauseous from the pain. 
 
   “Did anyone ever tell you you scream like a girl?” she says.
 
   “Only on Tuesdays,” Benson says. “Every other day it’s more of a manly roar.”
 
   “Riiiight. Tuesdays,” Luce says. “That makes sense.”
 
   Benson lays back and sighs. Has it really only been twenty-four hours since this nightmare began?
 
   “Benson,” Luce says.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I’ve been thinking…”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Your father.”
 
   “Oh. Him.”
 
   “Yeah. Him. Why do you think he did what he did? I mean, he’s the freaking Head of Pop Con. Why didn’t he just pull some strings and get a birth authorization for you? Surely he could’ve done something. Why go through all this trouble on the back end, when it was too late?”
 
   Benson has to admit, he’s been wondering the exact same thing. “I—I don’t know. Maybe it doesn’t work that way. Maybe there are no special privileges, because the system would break down if there were.”
 
   “But there must be tricks. Ways to improve your chances of getting a birth authorization. And of all people, why would he get your mother pregnant before you were authorized? It doesn’t make sense.”
 
   Benson stares at the ceiling, which is twined with exposed copper pipes, thinking about the very good questions Luce is asking. Why indeed. “Maybe he did use all his tricks. Maybe they didn’t work the way he’d hoped. Maybe creating me was an accident.” He bites his lip, fighting off the wave of emotion that threatens to pull him under an ocean of despair. 
 
   Luce pulls herself closer, squeezing beside him on the half-a-bed, draping her arm over him. She doesn’t even flinch this time. Progress, Benson thinks. “Well then you’re the best accident in the world,” she says. Her hand settles into his and he wants to kiss her. For real this time. But he doesn’t. 
 
   They stay like that for a long time, and Benson wonders if she’s thinking the same thing he is:
 
   Like this, they’re invisible to the world, like when they kissed in the Tunnels; but the moment they pull apart, they’re wanted criminals with death sentences hanging over them. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “What next?” Luce says, almost an hour later. 
 
   “I have to know the truth,” Benson says. “But I can’t ask you to come with me. We should both be running as far away from this city as we can, but I can’t do that. Not until I answer all of my questions. But you can. You can go. You can survive this. Eventually they’ll forget about you. All they really want is me.”
 
   “Nice speech,” Luce says, squeezing his hand. “But I’m coming.”
 
   Benson shakes his head, slowly coming to terms with the fact that he’ll have to save himself to save her. There’s nothing else to say, and anyway, he’d rather be with her than alone. “You know where we have to go, right?” he asks.
 
   “Yeah,” she says. “And you know what? The Department of Population Control might just be the safest place for us in the city.”
 
   He raises an eyebrow. “How do you figure that?”
 
   “Everyone will be out looking for you. It’s the last place they’ll expect us to go.”
 
   “You’re insane, you know that?” Benson says.
 
   “Takes crazy to know crazy,” Luce says, grinning.
 
   Benson grins back, feeling remarkably happy under the circumstances. Almost giddy. Must be a death-bed thing, he thinks. 
 
   Hand in hand, they zigzag through the maze until they find an exit sign. 
 
   “Over, under, or through the middle,” Luce says, pausing at the door. 
 
   Benson thinks about it. The Tunnels will be crawling with Hunters and Crows. The city streets will be patrolled by holo-ads and the Hawks. The Tubes will have their fair share of scanners, cameras and law enforcement bots, but it’s the last place they’ll be expected to go. 
 
   “Tubes,” Benson says. “From now on, we’ll do the exact opposite of what they expect us to do. Starting with hiding in plain sight.”
 
   Together, they push through the exit and climb the steps to the fifth floor, where the building links to the Tube. 
 
   Benson presses a red button and the door opens from bottom to top. Hordes of pedestrians march past, staring at projections from their portable holo-screens as they commute to work. Checking the news perhaps? Getting the latest buzz about the hunt for the big bad Slip? Enthralled in their personal devices, not a single person glances up to look at them as they step into the Tube. 
 
   “C’mon,” Luce hisses. “Act like we belong.”
 
   The bandage wrapped around her head might make that kind of hard, Benson thinks. But it’s not like they have any other choice. So they do. They enter the stream and march along like everyone else; and, also like everyone else, they let the cameras and scanners read their eyes. Benson’s will come up with an error, his retinal signature not in the system—a standard error that occurs from time to time. No big deal. And Lucy’s will come up as another person. A fake person. Eventually some observant analyst will figure it out and put it all together. But by then they’ll have reached their destination.
 
   A Crow walks right past, a bot-dog pulling at its leash. The bot cranes its head to scan them, its pointy metal ears sticking straight up, but then the dog moves on to the next person. It’s programmed to find Benson Mack and Lucy Harris. Not them. 
 
   Still holding hands, they move through the throng, trying to ignore the stationary holo-ads on the glass Tube walls, as well as the cameras and scanners that track their movement along with everyone else’s. 
 
   That’s when it happens.
 
   The holo-ads blink off, going dark. The cameras and scanners flash red and then stop moving. Immediately after, people start complaining. “Damn holo,” a woman says, banging the side of her device. “I just bought it.” “What the—” a guy says, rubbing at his screen as if the friction will bring it back to life. 
 
   Murmurs filter through the crowd, which, like a single organism, stops moving all at once. Benson and Luce look at each other, and then back at the stunned people, where every single holo-screen has gone dark. 
 
   “Mr. Blue Eyes,” Luce hisses. “What’s going on?”
 
   “The entire comm system is down,” Benson whispers back.
 
   “Has that ever happened before?”
 
   Benson shakes his head. Not that he’s ever heard of. The network has crazy levels of security and backups on top of backups. 
 
   “Then how?” she asks.
 
   He can think of only six words that might explain it. “My father is still helping us,” he says.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Three
 
    
 
   “What the hell?” Michael Kelly says to his holo-screen, which is now dark. After sitting outside of his empty house for almost an hour, he ended up programming the aut-car to go back to the office. He slept for twenty minutes at his desk and then logged in to get the latest on the Sliphunt. 
 
   Nothing much had changed. After Corr’s and Domino’s bungled attempt to capture him, the Slip disappeared, along with this Lucy Harris girl. He was just scanning through the girl’s profile—parents’ dead, a brother still alive, eventually ran away from the system, has been presumably living on the streets ever since—when his screen went dark.
 
   He taps the screen a few times, and then presses the reset button. Nothing happens. The green light is on, so it still has power, but it’s not getting a com signal. 
 
   “Lacey!” he calls out, before remembering that she still hasn’t shown up for work. He’s about to get up from his desk when the door bursts open. 
 
   The woman’s eyes are wild and scared, her face shiny with sweat, like she’s run up a load of steps. “Sir, I’m sorry to barge in like this, but we have a situation.”
 
   He turns his empty screen toward her. “You think?” he says.
 
   “It’s not just yours,” she explains. “We’re still analyzing the problem, but it appears every holo-screen in the city is down.”
 
   He frowns. “The backups will kick on soon, and then you’ll have time to figure out the issue,” he says.
 
   She shakes her head. “The backups aren’t—they aren’t active.”
 
   “In English please,” he says. “What does active mean exactly?”
 
   Her hands are shaking, and he almost feels sorry for being so stern with her. “We think we’ve been attacked. Some kind of super-virus. We can’t even get into any of our private systems to assess and fix the problem. We’ve never seen anything like it.”
 
   For a moment, just a moment, Michael nearly smiles, his lips quivering at the corners before he remembers himself. He forces his frown even deeper. “Will this affect Corrigan Mars’s Hunters, too?” he asks, tapping his toe beneath the safety of his desk, which is hidden from the front.
 
   “Yes,” she says. “The whole city is down.”
 
   “Okay,” he says. “Keep me informed if anything changes. As the Hunters return to HQ, give them manual instructions to continue a grid search of the city for the Slip, as well as Corrigan Mars and his rogues. Nothing changes except the way we communicate. Everything will have to be face to face. And all previous orders still stand.” Bring the Slip in alive.
 
   “Yes, sir,” the woman says, before turning and exiting.
 
   Interesting, Michael thinks. What should be a complete disaster seems much more like a blessing in disguise. Without the power of the holo-screen network, finding the Slip will be almost impossible for anyone, including his ex-second-in-command. But who could have accomplished such an enormous attack on the system? It’s the type of thing Corrigan Mars would do, but he wouldn’t sabotage himself just to get back at him, would he? Another possibility is the Lifers, the terrorist-like group that’s been blowing up government installations for months now. This could be the start of a fresh wave of attacks. If so, their timing couldn’t be better from Michael’s point of view.
 
   Just as he’s starting to fully realize how helpful the com blackout will be in protecting the Slip, his screen comes to life. 
 
   No.
 
   It’s too soon. His analysts were too efficient, too smart. He needed the network to be down for days, not minutes. 
 
   But wait. He taps the screen and it doesn’t respond. Instead, a message projects out, one letter at a time. 
 
   Dad. It’s Harrison. I’ve got Mom. You have to stop hunting the Slip.
 
   He blinks once and then speaks his response.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Harrison’s father’s voice crackles through Wire’s speaker system. “Son, I’ve got something to tell you. Your mother, too. Come to my office and we’ll talk.” 
 
   He looks at his mother, who’s still on all fours looking around, but whose ears are now perked up, like a rabbit’s. “HimHimHimHimHimHim,” she whispers.
 
   “Son?” his father says.
 
   “Yeah. Let me think, Dad,” Harrison says. He looks at Wire, who only shrugs as if to say, “I only handle the technical part—the rest is up to you.” If he goes to his father’s office, surely he’ll be in trouble. Big trouble. His mother will be taken back to the asylum; he’ll have criminal charges brought against him. His father will pull some strings, make them go away, but still…
 
   “Son?”
 
   “What happened to my brother?” he asks.
 
   “Harrison, I really don’t think now is—”
 
   “TELL ME!” 
 
   Wire jumps back, startled by Harrison’s outburst, knocking over his chair. His mother, on the other hand, seems drawn by his anger, flitting over like a moth to a flame. “Tellllll. Himmmm,” she says. 
 
   “Janice? Is that you?”
 
   “Yes and no and everything in between,” she says. “Your son is on the trail and he wants the truth. The crazy one should tell him—and that’s you.”
 
   “Janice, I—are you okay?” Harrison’s surprised to hear genuine concern in his father’s voice. Even with everything that’s going on, his first worry is his wife. But it’s too late for that.
 
   “She’s fine. Now tell me about my brother,” Harrison says, leaning forward. 
 
   “No,” his father says. Harrison grits his teeth and cracks his neck and squeezes his fists so tight he thinks they may crack into a thousand pieces. 
 
   “You owe me the truth, at least,” he says. “I’ve been the perfect son. Good grades, captain of the hoverball team, popular, never causing any problems, letting you put work first…” He’s surprised when his vision blurs. The tears snuck up on him; he wipes them away with the back of his hand. “All for what? For you to hunt down yet another Slip? Someone’s brother? Someone’s kid? They teach us in school that it’s the only way for us to survive, and I believed them. I mean, they’re so logical about it, so practical. The numbers and statistics don’t lie, right? Is that how you justify what you do, Father? Is it? Are you able to sleep at night because you tell yourself the three babies you killed today will save millions? It’s all bullshit. Why’d you do it? Why’d you kill my brother?” The tears are back and this time he doesn’t bother to dry them. He just waits, eyes forward, tears dripping from his chin. Waiting for the monster to speak.
 
   “I didn’t kill your brother,” his father says.
 
   “Bullshit,” Harrison says. 
 
   “Liar!” his mother shouts, pointing at the blank holo-screen. “Liar liar liar!”
 
   A deep sigh eases from his father. It sounds tired and resigned, like a man who’s tired of talking. “I didn’t kill your brother, because your brother’s the Slip,” he says.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Ever since Domino Destovan woke up the second time, his hearing has been much better. Not just better, perfect. He can hear everything. His eyes still won’t open though, and that’s starting to really concern him. Does he even have eyes? Will he ever see again?
 
   The man he now remembers as Corrigan Mars, his boss, returns to his side again and again, asking the doctors for status updates. The answer is always the same: Critical. Brain function low.
 
   Low? he tries to scream. I can hear you, you idiot! “Uhh, uhh, uhh,” he hears himself say, only proving the doctor’s point.
 
   “When can you begin the procedure?” Corr asks, impatience in his voice.
 
   “Soon,” the doctor says.
 
   “How about now?”
 
   “I think he should rest a bit long—”
 
   “That wasn’t a suggestion,” Corr says.
 
   “It is my medical opinion that the operation, if done at this time, could kill the boy.” 
 
   I’m a freaking man, not some prepubescent child! Domino tries to yell. “Uhhhhhhhh,” he says.
 
   “I’ve got a medical opinion for you,” Corr says. A shot rings out, there’s a scream and a shout, and then Domino hears the thump of a body hitting the floor. “Anyone else have a medical opinion for me?”
 
   “N-N-No sir,” a woman’s voice says. Must be a nurse, Domino thinks. Surely Corr wouldn’t allow a female doctor to work on his most valuable asset. Although he did allow a woman Hunter on his squad. Davis. His memory of killing her has returned. He looks forward to replaying it over and over again for many years to come. 
 
   “How about you? You got a problem with doing the operation now?”
 
   “No. I, uh, no.” A man’s voice this time—hopefully his real doctor. 
 
   “You—clean up the mess. You—get him prepped for surgery.”
 
   “Yessir,” they say in tandem. Although his lips don’t move, Domino smiles on the inside. A cold hand touches his human arm, and he’s surprised he can feel it. Or is that his metal arm? Everything seems backward. At least the pain is gone. Whatever drug they gave him made sure of that. 
 
   “Sir,” a new voice says.
 
   “I’m busy,” Corr says.
 
   “This is important.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “All city-wide coms have gone down. Scanners and cams and holos. Everything.”
 
   “The Hawks?”
 
   “Flying blind…sir.”
 
   “Down?” Corr says, like he doesn’t understand the word. “How is that possible?”
 
   “No one really knows, but the early indication is some kind of a network virus. Maybe several.”
 
   There’s silence for a few minutes, and Domino wonders whether Corr has gone to deal with the situation. Hands poke him and prod him and he feels the sharp prick of a needle in his arm. If he can still feel his arm, does that mean they can save it? Not if he can’t move it—which he can’t.
 
   “Michael Kelly did this,” Corr finally says, breaking the silence. “He’s the only one with enough access to the system, and he’s been sabotaging the investigation from the start.”
 
   A warm sensation starts in Domino’s arm, where he felt the pinprick, and moves to his fingertips in one direction, and up to his shoulder in the other. Soon the heat spreads to his chest, to his human leg, and into his head, which feels like it’s been dipped in a warm bath. Everything starts to seem fuzzy in his mind. 
 
   “Sir? What are my orders?” 
 
   His darkness grows deeper and he knows he’s losing consciousness once more. He tries to think, tries to cling to the memories of killing Davis, of chasing the Slip, of…
 
   Drifting and fading and melting…
 
   “We’re going to Pop Con. We’ll bust down the doors if we have to. Our new mission is to kill him. To kill Michael Kelly.” A moment of excitement bursts in Domino’s head, but it doesn’t stop the fuzzy/melting/fading sensation. The last thing he hears before the world disappears is Corrigan Mars saying, “And I’m coming with you.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Four
 
    
 
   The outside chance that his father might be—in some indirect way—helping him, only strengthens Benson’s resolve to get to Pop Con, to confront him about the past, about what went wrong. 
 
   A Crow raises his hands above his head, shouting, “Your attention please! Your attention please!” The crowd stops trying to get their holos to work, and turns in her direction. “There seems to be a problem with the coms network. There’s no reason to be concerned. I’m sure our backup systems will go online soon, and everything will return to normal while we analyze the problem. Go to your workplaces and await instructions there.”
 
   “Is this a terrorist attack?” someone shouts.
 
   A buzz of fear runs through the crowd, the word “terrorist” muttered like a curse. 
 
   The Crow waves her arms up and down to quiet the people. “There is no evidence of that. You’re not in any danger. Now move on. Walk quickly, but do not run. The last thing we want is a stampede.”
 
   Heads bob around, looking at each other, as if wondering who will be the first to move, but then, like a slow-moving viscous liquid, molasses perhaps, the masses begin to flow through the Tube. 
 
   “C’mon,” Benson says, pulling away from Luce and heading toward the Tube that’ll lead to Pop Con headquarters.
 
   “Benson!” Lucy hisses. He stops and fires a sharp look in her direction. “Sorry,” she says. “Mr. Blue Eyes.”
 
   He lets her catch up, and then tugs her into a nook in the Tube wall. Four dark holo-screens cover the three walls and ceiling. Typically this would be a place where a commuter could stop to check out the latest products available. Benson leans close to Luce and speaks directly into her ear. “I have no choice. I have to go to my father. I have to know.”
 
   He sees it in her eyes—the indecision. For the first time since this all started, she’s considering a path other than following him. “With the coms down, we could get out of the city. The past is just that: the past. We can get out. We can survive. Find the others. We can be together.”
 
   The temptation whirls through him. Everything she’s saying sounds so good—too good. Too easy. But he knows that’s not the way things will go down. They won’t just fade into history as the Slip and the girl who got away. They’ll be hunted forever. Pop Con will never stop. There must be some other way to end this; and it all starts with learning where he came from and why.
 
   “Luce, I can’t,” he says, the words thick on his tongue. 
 
   She nods, lifts her chin slightly, kisses him on the cheek. His cheek burns where her lips touched him. “I know,” she whispers. “But a girl can hope, can’t she?”
 
   He nods back, rubbing his head against hers. “Find your brother. Get as far away as you—”
 
   “No,” she says. “You’re not getting off that easily. I’m still coming with you.”
 
   “What? No! You said it yourself—now’s your chance to escape.” Vaguely, he realizes that people are looking at them. Not stopping, but slowing down to see what’s going on, why two people are in a nook with blank holo-screens. 
 
   “It’s both of us or neither of us,” she says. 
 
   He shakes his head, but knows he’ll lose this argument. Her chin is out, her expression sharp, her arms folded across her chest. Stubborn mode. “Okay,” he says. “Let’s go before one of the Crows notices us.”
 
   They slip into the human flow and take the Tube toward the city center. Benson has to concentrate on not staring at his feet, as this time everyone who passes looks him in the eyes, their expressions a smorgasbord of slight concern, fear, emptiness, and resolve. It’s a complete one-eighty from the indifferent people whose eyes were glued to their holo-screens only ten minutes previous. 
 
   But no one tries to stop them. Not even when a half-dozen Crows push upstream through the crowd and Benson feels panic cover him like a blanket, does anyone say a single word to them. The Crows just keep moving; they have more important things to do. Crowd control, presumably. Angry citizens to placate. Gadget-obsessed people to pacify.
 
   They’re just a couple of bees in the hive, relatively unimportant to the overall city. His father’s work. His father’s gift to him. 
 
   Twice he jerks his head skyward to look through the curving glass roof of the Tube, as Hawk drones rocket past, but they don’t stop, don’t linger. Could their coms be malfunctioning, too? 
 
   Onward they press, until they reach their destination. Thick, black, steel-plated—and probably bulletproof—doors provide entrance to the building. THE DEPARTMENT OF POPULATION CONTROL is etched in block letters on a gold placard above the doors. Beneath, in smaller lettering, it reads PROTECTING THE REORGANIZED UNITED STATES OF AMERICA. PROTECTING YOU.
 
   Luce offers him a wry smile as they both read it at the same time. When she sees the two guards toting automatic weapons standing in front of the entrance, she raises her eyebrows as if to say What’s the plan?
 
   His heart smashes in his chest, but he ignores it. Sweat trickles down his back, but he barely feels it. Enough of timidity. Enough of hiding. Enough of the lies. 
 
   He strides forward. “I’m here to see Michael Kelly,” he says to one of the guards, the one that looks slightly less intimidating. 
 
   The man frowns and he wonders whether he picked the wrong one. Looks can be deceiving, after all. “And you are?”
 
   “His son.” Honesty is always the right answer. 
 
   “Oh. Oh crap. Yeah.” The guard’s face changes in an instant, his eyes widening, his lips parting slightly. He almost looks…excited. Maybe he’ll get credit for bringing in the Slip. But wait, how do they know he’s their boss’s son?
 
   The second guard punches a code into a keypad, there’s a beep, and the doors start to open. His partner covers him, his gun at the ready, as if he’s expecting a dozen intruders to attempt to break through at any second. 
 
   “We’d scan you, but, well, you know.”
 
   “Everything’s down,” Benson says, keeping his voice even. Inside there’s a mixture of butterflies, fire ants, and bubbles fluttering/scurrying/popping in his stomach. 
 
   “Exactly. But I think we can make an exception for Mr. Kelly’s son,” he says, waving Benson forward. 
 
   “Can my friend come in, too?” Benson asks casually, gesturing toward Luce. She smiles sweetly. 
 
   The guard eyes the bandage on her head, frowning when he sees the spot of blood soaking through. “What the hell happened to her?”
 
   Luce steps forward. “This awful man freaked when his holo-screen broke,” she says. “He threw a tantrum and was pushing everyone around him. I got knocked over and hit my head.”
 
   “I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again,” the guard says, shaking his head, “people are animals.”
 
   “I know, right?” Luce says. 
 
   Turning back to Benson, the guard says, “Sure, kid. She can come in.” Something’s not right, Benson thinks. This is all too easy.
 
   Luce offers him a grin, and says, “Thanks. This is a real thrill, sir.”
 
   Benson hides his smile with a hand. 
 
   Once they’re inside, the guard tells another set of guards, “Mr. Kelly’s kid and his friend to see the boss.”
 
   “Body scanners are down,” one of the new guards says, a short, fat guy who seems to be working on his third chin. 
 
   “A light pat down should do the trick,” the guard says, closing the door and returning to his post. 
 
   The fat guard focuses on them. “Arms out, legs apart,” he says. Benson and Luce comply, and the two guards go to work. The fat one says, “A lot of people have been looking for you, ya know? I’m glad you finally came to your senses.”
 
   He exchanges a narrow look with Luce. Huh? If they know who he is, why is he still alive? he wonders. Because they think he’s turning himself in? Maybe this wasn’t such a great idea after all.
 
   “All clear,” the other guard says, finishing with Luce.
 
   “Him, too,” the chubby one says. 
 
   They’re led through a large white-metal booth that would have scanned them for anything from metals to chemicals to poisons. It looms over them like a giant mouth and then spits them out the back. 
 
   Another set of thick black doors awaits them. “Welcome to Pop Con,” the fat guy says, just as the doors start to open. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Her son is a bird. He can fly so high and so fast and can even fly her along with him. 
 
   He doesn’t have any wings, but he’s a bird just the same.
 
   Janice clutches him around the chest from behind, thinking one of the many buildings flying past on either side might jump out and bite her. 
 
   There are so many people, like ants, moving along the streets and through the giant glass-enclosed walkways. Tubes, she remembers they’re called. The human ants are pouring from doors. Some are stopping and look like they’re angry, their mouths open and shouting. Men and women with long sticks jab them and poke them, blue sparks flying like fairies, and the people fall to the ground. “Ooh,” she says.
 
   “This is bad. Very bad,” Harrison says. Ever since they spoke to her husband, Michael Kelly, her son has seemed rather stressed. Because of the lie Michael told them? 
 
   I didn’t kill your brother…your brother’s the Slip.
 
   She tried to tell him. She yelled the word “Lies!” so loudly and so many times that the word started to burn her throat. When she told Harrison, he gave her some water and said they were going to see his father. Her husband. The liar himself.
 
   She didn’t want to go, but she also didn’t want to stay with the kid with the messed up hair and the blinking lights in his room. She’d almost rather go back to the asylum than stay there. 
 
   Almost. 
 
   Instead, she went flying with Harrison. 
 
   They careen past one of the glass Tubes full of people, and then shoot up the side of a building—dark and encased in steel, like a fortress—gravity threatening to tear her from her son’s back. But she hangs on tightly, until they level out on the roof, which is hazy with fog cover. Impossibly high, like a mountain. The air feels thin and it’s hard to catch her breath. 
 
   Harrison lands them on the black-painted steel roof, and she steps off, gasping for breath. “The devil lives here. The devil lives…the devil,” she says.
 
   “It’s okay, Mom,” Harrison says, holding her hand and patting her back. 
 
   There’s a creak. “He’s here,” she says, wondering why she feels like the walls are closing in when there aren’t any walls at all. Are the clouds trying to suffocate her?
 
   “Janice? Harrison?” her husband’s voice says. 
 
   “Over here, Dad,” Harrison says. 
 
   The edge of the building is so close. A half-dozen steps, maybe. She could make it while Harrison is distracted by his father. She could end her misery.
 
   But then the Slip would die. The Slip who’s not her son, but who might be just like him. Scared and alone and trapped in a life he doesn’t deserve. If she can help this one, maybe her son can forgive her. 
 
   “Thank God,” Michael says, appearing from the fog. “I was so worried. Why would you do such a foolish thing?”
 
   “You tell me, Dad,” Harrison says. 
 
   “For attention,” Michael says. “I missed another of your games.”
 
   Janice frowns and leans forward, stepping toward her husband. His face looks so…wrinkly. His eyes look so…red. He looks…old. “Michael?” she says. “Why did you change?”
 
   Her question seems to hit him in the gut, and he grabs his stomach. His lips part, but Harrison speaks before he can. 
 
   “Attention? You think this is about some stupid game?” Harrison shakes his head. “You don’t get anything, do you, Dad? You’re up here in your castle in the sky while everyone else is running around getting squashed.”
 
   “Son…”
 
   “No. It’s my turn to talk. I broke Mom out of that horrid place because you didn’t. I did it as an apology. For not visiting her, for abandoning her because I was ashamed of her. My ego was too freaking big and I couldn’t not be popular at school, could I? I had to be the hero, the one everyone looked up to. And you can’t be one of the cool kids with a crazy mom—at least not one you cared about.” Janice’s eyes dart to Harrison’s when she realizes he’s talking about her, but her son’s eyes never leave his father’s. “I made fun of her,” Harrison says, his voice cracking slightly. “I joined in with the other kids and they laughed and laughed and laughed and they patted me on the back like I was doing something so good. But you know what? I was a coward and a bully who wouldn’t stand up for a mother who’d been through hell. I didn’t know why, and I still don’t exactly, but I shouldn’t have done what I did.”
 
   Finally, finally, her son turns toward her. “Mother, I’m so incredibly sorry for how I treated you. Will you ever forgive me?” 
 
   There are tears in his eyes and on his cheeks and though she can’t go to hug him—he looks all scratchy and wet—she says, “The wind is in my bones. Can we go inside?”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   She might not have said it, but Harrison could see in his mother’s eyes that he was always forgiven, simply by being her son. And now he can forgive himself. Now he can move on with his life, or whatever’s left of it. 
 
   But first he needs answers.
 
   He starts to speak the moment the door to his father’s office closes behind them. “Dad, I—”
 
   “No,” his father says, sitting in the high-backed black-leather chair behind the desk. “Now it’s my turn, Son. Let me tell this story my way.”
 
   Harrison’s not sure his father deserves even that right, but arguing will only slow things down, so he sits in one of three chairs across from him. His mother tips one of them over, recoiling slightly when it hits the floor, and then sits in the third one. “Slippery slippery Slip. Where’s. The. Slip?” she says.
 
   “I don’t know,” his father says.
 
   “Help him,” she says. “All I want is to help him.”
 
   “I’m trying,” his father says.
 
   “Slippery slippery Sl—”
 
   “Janice—please.”
 
   His mother frowns, bites on the back of her hand. Goes silent.
 
   “Tell us everything,” Harrison says.
 
   “I’m sorry, Son,” he says. “Maybe I should’ve told you before, but I was trying to protect you.”
 
   There are a million angry responses in Harrison’s mouth, but he swallows them down in one big gulp. 
 
   “Everything I did was to protect this family,” his father continues, placing his hands on the desk, palms up. Begging to be believed. “Son, you have a brother.”
 
   “Mom told me,” Harrison says, unimpressed by the revelation. “But I don’t have a brother. I had one. He was unauthorized. Your people killed him, right? Or did you do it yourself, like it was your duty?” Harrison knows he’s on the verge of losing control, but he doesn’t care. Because this man—this man—has lied to him from the beginning. 
 
   “No,” his father says, closing his eyes. “I lied to your mother.”
 
   “Liar, liar, pants on fire,” his mother says.
 
   “Why? Why in the freaking world would you tell a mother her son was dead if HE WASN’T?” His father starts to respond, but Harrison throws his hands in the air and says, “No no no, wait, let me guess. To protect her, right? You’re all about protecting this family. You protected Mom all the way to a padded cell. You protected my brother to—let me make sure I have this right—either his death or to the city’s most wanted list. And you protected me how? To a life of meaningless accolades and complete and utter loneliness.” He bites his lip. He’s never admitted it to himself. After all, how could he be lonely with so many friends? How does that make any sense? But to him, it does. 
 
   His father’s eyes open and he’s surprised to see tears in them. He’s never seen his father cry. Never. Not when they took his mother away. Not when he was building a fence around the backyard of their new house and he accidentally hammered his own finger. Not when his own mother died a few years back. 
 
   And yet, Harrison is unmoved. Not today. Not anymore. 
 
   The next time he speaks, his father’s mouth is contorted, as if he’s in pain. “To protect your brother—to protect Benson—I had to let him go. I gave him a new identity, a new life. He couldn’t know who he was. Your mother couldn’t know he was alive or she’d never stop looking for him. You have to believe me—I did what I thought was best.”
 
   “It’s your fault she’s been in the asylum all these years,” Harrison says. 
 
   “Ahhh—syyyy—lummm,” his mother says beside him.
 
   “It’s your fault she’s like this. You drove her to madness with your lies. You alone.”
 
   “I’m—I’m sorry,” his father says, tears streaming down his cheeks. “So sorry. For everything. I should’ve been honest. We should’ve run. Together. As a family.”
 
   “Too late for that,” Harrison says.
 
   “Is it?” his father says.
 
   Harrison ignores the question. “You’ve killed so many kids.” He can’t hide the look of disgust on his face. “Kids just like Benson. How could you? You’re a monster.”
 
   His eyes are closed again as he shakes his head. “I did what I could to give them a chance, but I had to keep this job. I had to keep my position.”
 
   “It’s all you ever cared about,” Harrison says through gritted teeth. “The power. The fame. The Head of Pop Con this and then Head of Pop Con that.”
 
   “No no no no no no!” his mother croons. “He did it for Benson. He did it. He did it for our son. Who’s not dead. Right? You lied. The liar lied. And I believed it. Stupid crazy woman believed it the whole time.”
 
   “Wait…what?” Harrison says. “Mom, what do you mean he did it for Benson?”
 
   But she ignores him, reaching across the desk to pat his father’s head, like he’s a dog. His eyes flash open in surprise
 
   “Mom?”
 
   His father answers instead. “I knew if they ever realized there was a Slip on the loose—an older one—that I’d be in the best position to protect him if I was still here.” He lifts a hand and touches Janice’s cheek. She smiles into his caress. 
 
   Harrison is stunned, his entire body numb. He can’t move. Can’t speak. 
 
   “I’ve done terrible things, Harrison. Although I’ve withheld leads, sent my Hunters on wild goose chases, sabotaged investigations…in the end I’ve had to allow them to fulfill their duties. On my behalf, my people have murdered hundreds of innocents. Innocents like Benson. And I looked the other way because if I didn’t—if I didn’t—I wouldn’t be sitting here when they found him. And then there would be someone else to hunt him down. Someone else who’d see his death as nothing more than a job, a chance for a promotion. And he’d have no chance. I was just trying to give him a chance. You have to believe me.”
 
   He does believe him. He believes every word, as disgusting and as hard to swallow as some of them are. At least it’s the truth. At least this is his real father, not the great, wise, and eternally too busy leader of Pop Con. 
 
   A tremendous bulge of sadness balloons in Harrison’s chest. What kind of life are they living? And in what kind of world? “How did any of this even happen?” he says aloud, more to himself than to his father.
 
   His father answers. “You mean, how could the Head of Pop Con have an illegal son?” he says. 
 
   Janice scoots back to her seat, frowning deeply. “We did everything we could,” she says. She would almost appear lucid if it wasn’t for the way she scratches her arms when she says it. 
 
   “You would’ve known all the tricks, right?” Harrison says. “Surely you of all people could’ve gotten a birth authorization for your kid. I mean, you got one for me, right?”
 
   His father nods. “I got one for you. For Benson, I did all the right things, too. But sometimes, no matter what you do, you fail anyway. That’s life.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “I paid extra, through back channels, to get a high-quality Death Match that had just become available. The potential parents that were previously assigned to him had died in an accident, and this Death Match, this man, hadn’t yet been reassigned through the normal process. He was perfect. Eighty five years old with a terminal illness. All three doctors I consulted said he’d be dead in three months, which was crucial because Janice was already pregnant.”
 
   “What?” His brother was…unplanned? “You didn’t try to get authorization before you knocked Mom up?”
 
   His father cringes. Shakes his head. “There were…extenuating circumstances.”
 
   Part of the puzzle clicks together. “So let me guess, the guy who was supposed to die didn’t die before Mom gave birth.”
 
   “Exactly,” his father says, clasping his hands together. “A new treatment was developed for his condition. He survived. He’s still alive today. He’s one hundred and one years old.”
 
   “A dud. A dud. Your brother got a dud,” his mother sings, the exact same words she spoke to him so long ago, when he thought she was just babbling nonsense. 
 
   “This is so screwed up,” Harrison says. “Just because some old dude refuses to kick the bucket, my brother deserves to die?” Everything he’s been taught in school, that he’s read in textbooks and that’s been hammered into his head since he was a kid, goes up in flames. So logical, so practical and…
 
   So wrong. 
 
   Harrison raises a fist over his head, needing to smash it onto something—the desk, maybe—but stops when a red light flashes in the corner of the room.
 
   What the hell?
 
   “Someone’s breached the building,” his father says, alarm all over his face. 
 
   The office door opens.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five
 
    
 
   Yet another guard escorts them to the top floor. The guard doesn’t say anything, just stands in the corner, a gun clasped tightly between white-knuckled fingers. The whole thing freaks Benson out and he’s glad when the lifter comes to a stop and the doors open. 
 
   “Visitors for Mr. Kelly,” he announces to another guard waiting in front of what appears to be an office door. There’s an empty desk with an empty chair next to him. 
 
   Benson and Luce step out, side by side, and the lifter doors close, leaving them alone with the new guard, a solid-looking thirty-something who’s already wearing a scowl. “What’s your game?” he says.
 
   “Game?” Benson parrots, his voice unnaturally high. Have they finally met the guard who will put an end to this, literally? His gun is thankfully still pointed at the floor, but that could change any second.
 
   “Yeah. How’d you get out?” he asks.
 
   “Umm…” Out of where?
 
   Luce steps forward. “Listen, tough guy, you might think that just because you’ve got your big boy pants on that you’re a big shot now, but you’re not. You’re just a guy with an attitude problem. Now Mr. Kelly’s son is here to see him, so you better let him in.”
 
   Benson blows out a breath as the guard’s face turns red. He waits for the gun to lift, for the hot bullets to rip through his flesh and bones.
 
   Instead, the guard nods once and half-turns to the door. He opens it and steps aside.
 
   There are people already inside, red lights flashing across their stunned expressions. He recognizes them. He recognizes all three of th—
 
   He staggers back a step, his legs losing strength. His mouth falls open. Not because he sees his father, or Janice—who was always really his mother—although the shock of seeing them would be enough on their own—but because of the third person in the office.
 
   The third person is him.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Not real not real not real not real not real not real not real not real not real not real not real not real not real not real.
 
   “NOT REAL!” Janice screams.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Michael Kelly’s wife is screaming and he can’t believe his eyes, which are narrowed against the flashing red lights. His son…no, both his sons…are here. 
 
   After all he’s done to try to protect Benson, why would he come here of all places?
 
   His hand goes to his mouth as he silently weeps.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   It’s like looking in the mirror. Harrison doesn’t know when he rose to his feet or when he started moving toward the door, but suddenly he’s outside the office, his parents behind him, one of them screaming and the other weeping, a stunned guard to his left, a teenage girl to his right, and a teenage guy directly in front of him. The teenage guy in front of him is wearing Harrison’s face. 
 
   And he knows.
 
   He knows.
 
   The Slip is his identical twin. His brother.
 
   Extenuating circumstances, his father had said. Everything becomes clear, like a fog lifting. His parents obtained a birth authorization before they got pregnant. A single birth authorization, for a single child. And then they found out they were having twins. They didn’t panic. His father knew all the tricks and got another Death Match; a good one, one that would be dead in a few months at most. 
 
   But it didn’t work out the way they’d planned. The Death Match was a dud, refusing to die like he was supposed to.
 
   By fate alone, Harrison was born first, so he received the birth authorization. Did he push his brother back so he could go first? Even as an infant he might’ve been the competitive one, always having to win. And winning the birth race meant he could have a normal life, while his twin brother suffered the consequences of being second. 
 
   If their positions were reversed, would he have survived this long?
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   “Benson?” Luce says from beside him. 
 
   He doesn’t look at her—can’t look at her—because his eyes are locked on the guy walking toward him. Even when his eyes start to burn, he doesn’t blink, afraid that everything might disappear. 
 
   His features are identical. Bright blue eyes, blond hair—the same golden color as Benson’s but neatly trimmed—small, moderately rounded nose, strong jaw with just the hint of a cleft in his chin, ears slightly too big for his head, and a dimple in his left cheek, evident even when he’s not smiling, like now. He’s the same height, but appears to be somewhat more muscular, as if he’s been lifting weights, his shirt tight against his skin. 
 
   “What is this?” the guard says, but Benson ignores him, too. 
 
   “Who…are…you?” Benson asks.
 
   “I’m Harrison,” the guy says. He throws off a lopsided grin, the same type that Check used to always make fun of Benson for when he was nervous. “I’m your twin brother.”
 
   “NOT REAL!” Janice screams behind his…his…twin brother? His father, face wet with tears, steps from behind his desk. The guard levels his gun on Benson. Luce takes a half-step toward the guy, but then stops, as if frozen with indecision.
 
   A gun barrel aimed at his chest should freak him out, but Benson can’t focus on anything but the guy who introduced himself as Harrison. Because every mystery in his life from age zero to eight suddenly makes perfect sense. Why Janice couldn’t be his mother and stay overnight. Mornings and nights she took care of Harrison; days she looked after Benson. An even trade. 
 
   Harrison must’ve been deprived of his father’s time and attention for the first years of his life. A few minutes here, a half-hour there—that must be all the time his twin brother was able to spend with their father. Every other second was spent at work or at the home he shared with Benson. 
 
   Staring into his own eyes, Benson says, “I’m Benson,” and extends a shaky hand. 
 
   Harrison looks at it for a long moment, and then takes it, his blue eyes shining with moisture. “I wish I’d known about you sooner,” he says. “I’m so sorry—for everything.” He bites his lip and Benson can almost see the wheels turning in his head. Invisible thoughts he can’t even begin to guess at.
 
   Benson doesn’t know what Harrison has to be sorry about—he’s never even seen him before—but he says, “It’s not your fault.”
 
   “We have to go,” their father says, thundering through the door. “Janice, Harrison, Benson! We have to go NOW!” 
 
   His cheeks are still streaked with tears, but he’s not crying anymore, his words crackling like lightning bolts. He wheels on the guard. “Get that damn gun off my son and protect us!”
 
   The guard, looking more stunned than ever, drops his arm, the weapon now pointed at the floor again. “From who?” he asks.
 
   “Them!” Michael Kelly roars, pointing at the lifter, which has a glass window above it, a blue digital number counting up. Forty-seven. Forty-eight. Forty-nine. Someone’s coming up. The someone who caused the flashing red lights? They’re trapped. They’re together, but trapped. 
 
   It’s happening too fast. Benson came here for answers, to sit and ask his father the questions that have been burning away his soul every minute since he crossed the river. And now he has a twin brother and even more questions? 
 
   He takes a deep breath and grabs Luce’s arm, pulling her toward the entrance to an offshoot to the right. “No!” his father says. “This way! You’ve got to get to the roof!”
 
   “Harrison can fly,” Janice squeals, running from the office. No, not Janice—his mother. Benson’s mind is still trying to catch up to reality. Like the fact that he has a twin brother he never knew about. 
 
   Janice gives Benson a huge hug, which he returns weakly. This isn’t the gentle nanny he once knew.
 
   “Benson,” Luce says. “Your father’s right. We’re out of time. It’s our only hope.” He glances at the numbers over the lifter door. Sixty-one. Sixty-two. 
 
   “C’mon, bro,” Harrison says, gesturing toward the hall. 
 
   Sixty-six. Sixty-seven. What happens when they get to one hundred, to their floor?
 
   Benson nods once and ushers Luce forward. He hears the rest of his family running behind him, his father shouting to the guard to “Cover us!”
 
   He stops when he reaches a heavy gray-metal door marked “Exit to Roof.” Luce smashes into the back of him. Then Harrison. Then Janice. A real pile-up. They all look back as there’s a ding! and the lifter doors open, with his father only partway down the hall. He’s holding a gun in each hand in front of him, although Benson has no idea where they came from.
 
   Behind him, gunfire erupts.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Six
 
    
 
   A body falls from the lifter, spitting blood. Then another, crashing over the first, his gun spouting tongues of flame. 
 
   There’s a roar of pain, and Benson’s father’s guard staggers forward, getting off a final shot before collapsing in a heap. The second guy drops like a ton of bricks. Three corpses, surrounded by a pool of blood.
 
   Luce hisses, “C’mon!” but Benson’s eyes are glued to the aftermath of the violence, as a third person steps from the lifter, stomping right over the carnage at his feet, weapon raised chest high. Looks left, away from them. 
 
   Benson’s father looks right at them and says, “Stay together. Protect each other. Don’t make the same mistakes I’ve made.”
 
   And then he wheels around and aims both his guns down the hallway, toward the third guy, who looks to the right.
 
   And Corrigan Mars smiles.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Too much noise, too much noise, too much damn noise!
 
   Janice throws her hands over her ears and huddles against her two sons, who look so perfect and so beautiful and she doesn’t know how they’re together for the first time since they were babies, but she doesn’t care. If it’s a dream, it’s the best kind. If she’s dead then it’s worth it. If she’s hallucinating then thank God for her mental illness or whatever drugs she’s taking. 
 
   Because seeing them together is so right.
 
   But seeing her husband with two guns, one in each hand, isn’t right. Not at all. Especially when he’s adding to the noise. 
 
   His guns explode and the man he’s shooting at—who she instantly recognizes as Corrigan Mars; a man she’s never liked but who they had dinner with many times before Harrison and Benson were born—dives out of the way.
 
   Michael crouches down, his weapons aimed forward, waiting. WinWinWinWinWinWin, she thinks.
 
   “Win!” she screams.
 
   Michael doesn’t fully turn back, but his head twists enough that she can see his handsome profile and the half-smile he offers. 
 
   And in that half-moment of silence, she realizes that despite everything, despite the mistakes he made and the hell he put her through, she never, not for one second, stopped loving him.
 
   That’s when three more people pour from the lifter, firing haphazard shots down the hallway.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Despite the hundreds of times he’s cursed his father’s name, Harrison Kelly doesn’t want him to die. 
 
   “Father!” he screams, his shout muffled by the thunder of his father’s gunfire. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Janice is shouting something. His brother is shouting something. And, Benson just now realizes, he’s shouting something, too. Bullets are whizzing past them, skipping off the walls and floor, and their entire family is screaming at his father, who’s firing down the hallway, outnumbered four to one.
 
   When his opponents duck for cover, he looks back and yells, “RUN!” waving them away.
 
   His legs are like lead, too heavy to lift. Luce is pulling at his arm, screaming at him to “Go go go go!” but he can’t seem to take even a single step. 
 
   But then Harrison stops screaming at their father and starts pushing at Janice, forcing her into Benson, whose feet come alive. He knocks into Luce, who’s got the door to the roof cracked open. 
 
   He starts to fall through the door, twisting his head to catch a final glimpse of his father, who’s returned to shooting down the hall, one of his attacker’s falling, spots of blood blooming like red roses across her chest. His father’s body jerks, like he’s been punched in the shoulder, and one of his guns clatters to the floor.
 
   And in that moment, his father’s dark shirt tugs free of where it’s tucked into his dark trousers, and a gap appears. And in that gap he sees only red.
 
   Red underwear. Even now, after all these years, his father refused to fully conform to the system.
 
   “No!” Benson screams, but he’s already being pushed/pulled out of the corridor and into the stairwell. “Father!” he screams. “God, Father! God, no, no, no. Please, God. Please.” Strong arms, Luce’s and Harrison’s, are half-carrying him up the stairs.
 
   The heavy fire door closes, transforming the sharp gunshots into muted pops. 
 
   Bright daylight shatters his eyes as they spill onto the roof, which is half-shaded with cloud cover. 
 
   He feels hot tears on his cheeks, burning streams of fire. Can’t move. Can’t think. Numb. So numb. So broken.
 
   And then Harrison’s face is there, right in front of him, so close. “Don’t let all his sacrifices go to waste, Benson. Please. We have to go.”
 
   Benson knows he’s right, so he staggers after Janice and Luce, who are already halfway across the roof, headed for the far edge. There’s nowhere to go from here. 
 
   Nowhere.
 
   But then he sees his mother stop and pick something up off the ground, long and thin. Like a plank. 
 
   A hoverboard.
 
   Grinning, she turns back to him and says, “Let your brother teach you how to fly.”
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Seven
 
    
 
   The look Harrison gave him before he pushed his stunned family through the door was all Michael Kelly needed. 
 
   It was forgiveness. It was I love you, despite everything. It was a vow to protect his brother and mother.
 
   His left arm’s on fire, slick with blood, but with six dead people—one his own, five his enemy—piled up in front of him, he’s still in the fight. 
 
   “You’re finished, Kelly,” Corrigan’s voice bellows from somewhere out of sight. 
 
   He knows it. His once-friend was always a better shooter than him, and he’s not injured. But seconds could make a difference in saving his family’s lives, and he’s determined to give them as many of them as he can.
 
   “Disgruntled much?” Michael says through gritted teeth. He’s starting to feel lightheaded from the blood loss, his gun-wielding hand shaking. “You were always a sore loser.”
 
   “Loser?” Corrigan says. “I’m not sure you understand the rules of the game we’re playing. It’s life and death, old friend. That’s all that matters.”
 
   “The Slip is alive,” he says. “So I win.”
 
   “I have to hand it to you,” Corrigan says, “you fooled me along with the rest of them. Your record, the way you slaughtered UnBees with such conviction…I never would’ve guessed you were a traitor to your own country.”
 
   Traitor. As loathe as he is to admit it, the insult cuts deeper than he’d like. Is doing everything in one’s power to protect one’s family traitorous if it goes against the laws of one’s country? 
 
   “The Slip is innocent,” he says. “He’s done nothing wrong except be born.”
 
   “Sometimes that’s enough,” Corrigan says.
 
   And then he’s there, so fast that Michael can barely react, can barely remember to pull the trigger, which click click clicks, signaling it’s out of bullets. 
 
   Corrigan smiles before he pulls the trigger.
 
   The blast goes just high as Michael ducks, throwing his gun down the hall and backpedalling as quickly as he can. 
 
   Seconds. He has to give them as many seconds as he can.
 
   Corrigan laughs, striding forward even as Michael trips over his own feet, which tremble beneath him. 
 
   Seconds. One two three four. He counts them off with the beats of his heart. Two beats equal one second. 
 
   Corrigan fires and Michael doesn’t have the energy to dodge the shot. Heat burns through his thigh, bursting from his nerves like a volcanic eruption. He writhes on the floor, unable to control the spasms rolling through him like waves. 
 
   His longtime rival could’ve killed him if he wanted to. He’s taking his time.
 
   Good. More seconds. Ten eleven twelve thirteen.
 
   Corrigan Mars stands over him, his gun aimed at Michael’s head.
 
   He closes his eyes and sees his life:
 
   His twin babies being born, so beautiful, so perfect. The doctor providing a legal birth certificate to Harrison. His wife’s smile, so big. Him separating the two, taking the boy with no name back to the house they’d purchased under a false identity. His wife’s tears as he left her. 
 
   The years of fear and unhappiness and loneliness and anger and frustration and death. Always so much death, surrounding him like a cold fog, threatening to suffocate him.
 
   The plan coming together in his mind. Hope for his whole family, built on lies to his wife, to both his sons. Lies spoken, and lies of omission. 
 
   Benson gone, cast off like a baby bird pushed from the nest. The confused look on his son’s face as he treaded water. The way Michael had locked his jaw and gritted his teeth and forced anger to his face, when inside he was shattered glass.
 
   He hadn’t had to fake the tears for his wife. Benson wasn’t dead, but he might as well have been dead to him. 
 
   Watching Janice slowly become unhinged. Rushing her to the hospital when he found her lying in her own vomit, which was speckled with half-digested pills. Taking her to the asylum for her own protection. Lying to himself and saying it was all going to be okay.
 
   Hating Harrison each and every day for being the one who got a normal life, while his other son got nothing. 
 
   Realizing it wasn’t Harrison he hated, but himself.
 
   The dark, dark memories pass through his mind in an instant, and when he opens his eyes to look down the gun barrel, it’s on his own terms. 
 
   “Take a life to give one,” he says, thinking of both his family and the Death Match notice he’d received. At least his death will allow another family to have a child—an authorized one.
 
   “I won’t rest until they’re all dead,” Corrigan Mars says. 
 
   Then he pulls the trigger.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Eight
 
    
 
   “Can you ride one?” Harrison asks, handing the hoverboard to Benson. 
 
   “I’ve never tried,” he says. He doesn’t take the board. 
 
   Luce says, “It’s been a long time, but I can ride.”
 
   “Okay. You and Benson first. You don’t have the right shoes, so you’ll have to be careful not to fall off. Get to the next roof over and leave the board. It’ll find its way back to me. Look for a place to hide and wait for us.”
 
   “No,” Benson says. “Luce and Janice first. Nonnegotiable.”
 
   “Big. Bird,” Janice says.
 
   “Dammit! We don’t have time for this,” Harrison says. 
 
   “Luce, take Janice,” Benson says, pushing the board toward her.
 
   “Big. Bird,” Janice says again, more insistently.
 
   “I’m not leaving you,” Luce says. “I know what you’re doing. You’re playing hero to protect us. Either we all go at the same time, or none of us go.”
 
   “Listen, you idiots,” Harrison says, “the board won’t hold all of our weight. Now someone go before I push you all off the freaking roof myself!”
 
   “BIG! BIRD!” Janice shouts, pointing skyward.
 
   Finally, Benson turns to her, following her finger to where it’s aimed at a dark shadow overhead, approaching them. 
 
   A Hawk.
 
   “Crap!” Harrison shouts. “Change of plans. We’re all going at the same time. Get on the board.” He drops the sleek board to the ground and steps onto the center. Janice follows, hugging him tightly around the waist, like she’s done it a million times. Luce follows, on the other side. 
 
   Benson doesn’t move. “Wait,” he says. The Hawk is no more than fifteen-hundred meters away, he estimates. 
 
   “We don’t have time for this, bro!” Harrison says.
 
   Benson ignores him, focused intently on the Hawk, thinking hard. The drone’s weapons are deadly accurate from at least twice that distance. And it’s coming in at a strange angle, forty-five degrees perhaps, like its aim is to land on the roof, rather than fly over like he would expect. 
 
   Weird.
 
   The hoverboard lifts off the roof, wobbling slightly under the weight of three riders. Harrison tries to grab Benson’s arm and pull him aboard, but he dodges away, still thinking.
 
   And anyway, the com network is down; how would the Hawk know to head straight for the roof of the Pop Con building?
 
   There’s a heavy clang as the roof door bursts open. Benson whirls around to see Corrigan Mars stalking toward him. His gun is drawn but pointed at the ground. There’s blood spattered on his face, but Benson knows it’s not his. 
 
   He chokes out a breath, his father’s face flashing in his mind. 
 
   Corrigan Mars raises the gun and points it at Benson.
 
   Automatic weapons fire chirps from above, plowing a path of sparks across the roof toward Corrigan, who ducks back inside the door, blocking the bullets, which chatter off the thick metal.
 
   The Hawk. Does his father have other allies willing to take out Corrigan Mars ahead of a wanted fugitive? 
 
   “Ooh,” Janice says, as the drone swoops in, hovering directly overhead. A woman wearing thick plastic goggles mans a huge gun, presumably the one that sprayed the roof and saved Benson’s life. 
 
   A rope ladder drops from an open door, and a familiar face pokes out, sending a hollow thrill through Benson. Impossible, and yet…
 
   It’s Check, throwing him a toothy grin. “You guys miss me?” he shouts. “Get in!” His face changes from grinning to frowning in an instant, as he sees Harrison and Benson together. “What the hell?”
 
   Benson doesn’t have time to explain. He also doesn’t know how or why his best friend is in a Hawk, but he couldn’t care less, his intellectual curiosity thrust aside as he grabs the end of the rope ladder and shoves it to Janice. “Climb,” he says.
 
   “Big bird?” she says, one eyebrow raised.
 
   “Big bird,” he says. 
 
   “Benson, I don’t know if this is such a good id—” Harrison starts to say, grabbing her arm.
 
   “It’s okay,” Benson says. “Trust me—I know him.”
 
   Harrison hesitates, but then releases her. She looks up, the hugest smile ever on her face, and starts to climb. “Make sure she doesn’t fall,” Benson says to Harrison, who starts up next. 
 
   “Ladies first,” Benson says to Luce.
 
   “And they say chivalry is dead,” she says, grabbing the end of the ladder, which is swaying under the weight of the first two climbers. She clambers up, shouting a question about her brother to Check, who confirms he’s okay. Temporarily relieved, Benson looks back at the door. It starts to open, but sparks fly immediately as the gunner unleashes another barrage of cover fire. The door slams. 
 
   Benson climbs the ladder, which bucks and sways and gets stuck around his feet. But the challenge of getting to the top is nothing compared to what he’s faced in his life. He watches as first Janice, then Harrison, then Luce all scramble into the door of the drone, disappearing inside. 
 
   Check sticks his head out again. “Benson?” he says.
 
   “It’s me, Check,” Benson says, grabbing his friend’s outstretched hand. Check uses his other hand to grip him under the arm and pull him into the Hawk. Benson doesn’t know what to say, heavy emotion welling in his chest and head. 
 
   He hugs his best friend, feeling tears tugging at the corners of his eyes. He blinks them away quickly so he won’t have to hear about it for years to come. 
 
   “I’m glad you’re okay,” Check says.
 
   “You, too,” Benson says.
 
   Check lowers his voice to a whisper. “When did you get cloned?” he says, motioning to Harrison.
 
   “He’s my brother. It’s a long story.”
 
   They pull apart and watch Geoffrey, Gonzo, and Rod hugging Luce while Harrison looks on awkwardly. Janice’s face is smashed against a thick glass window, where she’s gazing at the clouds whipping around them as they soar across the sky. 
 
   “Ooh,” she says, and Benson laughs. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Thirty-Nine
 
    
 
   Benson’s still in shock. 
 
   They’re in some sort of a bunker, deep underground he suspects—based on how long it took for the lifter to reach their destination after the Hawk dropped them off in the middle of the junkyard. 
 
   In a cold, dimly lit metal-walled room, they sit on the floor in a circle. On one side is Luce, whose knee occasionally rubs up against Benson’s, and he has to constantly remind himself not to reach out and touch it with his hand. Because Check is on his other side, and he doesn’t know about them yet. The right time to tell him—that’s what Benson needs. But what are they really? A few times holding hands, a kiss on the cheek, and an exceptionally long fake kiss? Does any of that really count?
 
   Completing the circle are Gonzo, Rod, Geoffrey, and Harrison, who sits directly across from Benson, which is so freaking crazy. Benson tries not to look at him, but his gaze seems to constantly drift to his twin brother, almost by some subconscious instinct. 
 
   Janice sits alone in the corner, occasionally mumbling incoherent words under her breath. As hard as Benson tries not to look at Harrison, he tries even harder not to look at the distraught and changed woman who raised him. The woman who was always his mother.
 
   Check has been explaining everything for the last hour, in his usual, animated way. For once, the story seems to go perfectly with his friend’s level of enthusiasm. After they were separated, Check, Gonzo, Rod and Geoffrey used the Tunnels to get as far away from the city as possible, well outside of what they expected would be the search grid. 
 
   To Benson’s complete surprise, it was Gonzo’s idea to try to find the Lifers. The anti-Pop-Con group responsible for a multitude of bombings over the last few years was almost impossible to locate. But eventually they managed, using a friend of a friend of a friend through a network of Rod and Gonzo’s trusted Jumper connections. First they made contact with someone on the fringe of the Lifer network. That led to a meeting, which led to another meeting, until their story combined with the news coverage forced the Lifer leader to take them seriously. They met with the Lifer leader, who agreed to help them find Benson and Luce.
 
   To Benson, the way his friends managed to join the Lifers seems impossibly fast, but according to Check it all came down to them having “true-blue Jumpers with connections.” Apparently having illegals on your side is the quickest way to prove to the Lifers that you’re anti-government. If it wasn’t for Rod and Gonzo, Benson realizes, he, Luce, Janice, and Harrison might all be dead. He’ll have to thank the crazy duo later.
 
   As Check takes them through the story, Benson tries to ignore the shadowy men and women scuttling in and out of the room. Who are these people and how in the hell could they possibly have access to a Hawk drone?
 
   When Check reaches the part about the Lifers receiving a com that something big might be going down in the Pop Con building, Harrison interrupts him. “Wait. How did you get a com? Everything was down.”
 
   Check smiles. “Nice trick,” he says. “The Lifers loved that, by the way. They’d been saving those viruses for a rainy day, but you managed to convince Wire to set them loose. And I’m damn glad you did.”
 
   “Wire?” Harrison’s brow wrinkles in confusion, the same way Benson’s does when he’s trying to work something out in his head. Benson still can’t stop looking at his twin brother. Weirdest. Thing. Ever. “How do you know about him?” Benson’s brother asks.
 
   “Who do you think sent the com to the Lifers? Wire isn’t exactly a full-fledged member yet, but the Lifers pay him to carry out various tech-related activities.”
 
   Harrison shakes his head, his eyebrows raised. “I’ll be damned,” he says.
 
   When the briefing is over, the Lifers who have been observing them exit the room and Benson can feel a palpable difference in the air, like the tension has left the room with them. While Luce breaks off to catch up with Gonzo, Rod and her brother, Harrison drifts to the corner where Janice is sitting by herself, poking the hard wall every few minutes. 
 
   Check punches Benson in the arm. “Hey.”
 
   “Hey,” Benson says, watching Harrison put an arm around Janice and begin speaking to her in hushed tones. He seems so…good with her. Benson feels a pang of envy—he doesn’t have the slightest idea how to approach a conversation with his own mother.
 
   “It’s been a crazy ride, huh?” Check says.
 
   “Yep.” Despite everything that’s happened, the only thing Benson can seem to think about when talking to Check is Lucy. Benson and Lucy. Lucy and Benson. How is he going to tell his best friend that the girl Check’s been obsessing over for years has been kissing and holding hands with him? 
 
   But does that really matter? They’re all alive. That’s what counts.
 
   Except for…
 
   His father. He bites back a swell of emotion, blinking furiously. He’s only beginning to understand his father’s role in keeping him safe over the years—what he must have sacrificed. But does that excuse all the terrible things he allowed to happen? Could he have stopped them if he’d wanted to, or would he only have gotten himself killed sooner? 
 
   Is his father a hero or a villain?
 
   Something in between, he decides.
 
   “Thanks for saving our butts,” Benson says when he realizes Check has fallen silent.
 
   “I did it for Luce, not you,” Check jokes. 
 
   “I’ll bet you did,” Benson says. Tell him. Just tell him.
 
   “She has better legs than you. A better smile, too.”
 
   “Thanks a lot.” Freaking tell him. You owe him that. Benson’s teeth grit together. 
 
   “I’ve got to keep it real, my friend. So, what was it like spending every second with her?”
 
   Talk about a lead in. “Interesting,” Benson says. 
 
   “Interesting? That’s all you got for me?”
 
   Benson is suddenly angry. “Yeah, interesting. We were running for our lives, dodging bullets, getting chased by psychotic cyborgs. I’d call it pretty interesting.” He’s breathing heavily, and he can tell by the look on Check’s face that he’s probably looking pretty crazy right now.
 
   “Hey, it’s okay, man. Calm down. You’ve been through one helluva an ordeal. But you’re safe now. We’re all safe.” Check rests his elbow on Benson’s shoulder, exactly the way he has since the day they met, and Benson feels the anger and the frustration evaporate. Who was he even angry at? Not Check, he realizes. Himself. Himself for not being strong enough to be honest with his best friend. Himself for not being strong enough to save his—he blinks rapidly, fighting off a well of emotion—his father. 
 
   His father. His father who he never really knew. His father who used to tuck him in at night. His father who was responsible for killing innocent children. His father who taught him to swim.
 
   “It’s okay,” Check says. “It’s okay.”
 
   As it all becomes too much, Benson falls into his friend’s arms and sobs into his shoulder. 
 
   Millions of tears for the millions of lost childhood memories. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   This room could be her room if the walls weren’t so hard. Janice taps the wall again, half-expecting it to push back at her finger.
 
   Harrison flops down beside her and says, “Are you okay, Mom?”
 
   Janice frowns, and her eyebrows feel weird like that, almost like they’re touching her eyes. Frowny frowny frown frown. Should she say that out loud? No. Doesn’t make sense. What did her son ask her?
 
   “Mom?”
 
   Was that a question? Doesn’t matter. Questions don’t matter now. Answers either. Because she has her two boys again. Harrison and Benson. When Michael arrives they can be a family again. He can quit that nasty old job of his and they can run away and bake devil’s food cakes and have birthdays and never have to touch a padded wall ever again. Right? Right?
 
   “He’s dead, isn’t he?” she says, the words escaping her lips before she even has a chance to consider them. Who’s dead? Why would she say such a horrid thing?
 
   “Yes,” Harrison says. “Dad’s dead. He saved us all.”
 
   For a moment, she feels something in her eye—an eyelash?—and when she reaches up to try to get it out, her finger comes away wet. She licks it. Salty! Salty salty salt salt. She’s a salt maker—no, a salt factory! She’ll make millions. 
 
   What were they talking about?
 
   “I love you, Son,” she says. 
 
   His smile isn’t quite right as he hugs her, but she lets it go because he says, “I love you, too, Mom.”
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When he gets up from hugging his mother, Harrison wipes at his cheeks with the back of his hand. He’s surprised when they come away dry. 
 
   His father is dead. Not just absent from one of his hoverball games, working late, too busy to spend time with his son. Dead. As in never coming back. And he should be sad about that, right? What kind of cold person wouldn’t feel something at the death of a parent? 
 
   Ahh, there it is. He does feel something. But it’s not sadness or grief or even bitterness.
 
   What he feels is relief. 
 
   Does that make him a bad person? he wonders. He’s certainly not a polished gemstone, like his brother seems to be, but can he help it that he feels relief that he’ll never again have to see his father on advertisements or on holo-screens or anywhere? Or that he’ll never have to feel disappointment at another of his father’s broken promises?
 
   Benson is crying on his friend’s shoulder, like a good son. Harrison touches his cheek once more, just to be sure. His skin is as dry as sandpaper. 
 
   He approaches Benson and his friend, hovering nearby, waiting for an opportunity. After what feels like an eternity, Benson pulls back, dries his tears with his shirt, and notices his brother. 
 
   Harrison clears his throat. “Uh, can I talk to you?” 
 
   Benson nods and Check pats his shoulder. Check gets up, glancing between Benson and Harrison two or three times—“Freaky,” he says—before moving to the opposite end of the room to join their other friends. 
 
   Harrison sits beside his brother. “Long day,” he says, the best opener he can come up with.
 
   “The longest,” Benson says. “And I think it’s only the afternoon, although it’s hard to tell down here.”
 
   Harrison chuckles. 
 
   “Is Janice—I mean, Mom—okay?” Benson asks.
 
   “She’ll be okay,” Harrison says.
 
   “You’re good with her.”
 
   “Ha!” Harrison says with a laugh. “I can barely communicate with her. If I’m good, then I’d hate to see bad.”
 
   “But you’ve had time to get used to her…eccentricities.”
 
   Of course. Benson doesn’t know. How could he? “Bro, I haven’t visited her in eight years. I only really met the new Mom yesterday.”
 
   Benson’s eyebrows lift, but he doesn’t say anything, doesn’t seem to pass judgment. Instead he asks, “What’s, uh, wrong with her?”
 
   “I think she even managed to confuse the doctors,” Harrison says. “They mixed and matched all kinds of terms for her ‘condition.’ Acute bi-polar disorder. Shades of schizophrenia. Inability to discern reality from fantasy. Hallucinations. In short, she’s certifiably nuts.” He offers a wry smile.
 
   Benson shakes his head. “I caused it,” he says.
 
   “No, Benson, you didn’t,” Harrison says. “Do you know what Dad told her?”
 
   “I’m not sure I want to,” Benson says.
 
   “Yes you do.” So he tells his brother everything their father told him before he was killed. When he finishes, Benson stares off into space, lost in his own thoughts. 
 
   No, he’s staring at Janice—at their mother. “This life is too hard,” he says.
 
   Harrison would normally laugh at a comment like that, but he can’t manage it because of everything they’ve been through in the last day and a half. “And made harder because of all the damn idiots running around with guns,” he says.
 
   Benson’s eyes flick to his, and for a moment he thinks he said the wrong thing, but then his brother laughs loudly. “You know, that pretty much sums it up,” Benson says. “Idiots with guns.”
 
   Harrison laughs, too. Perhaps he and his brother will get along just fine. Maybe even become friends.
 
   And for the first time in longer than he can remember, he feels happy. Real happy. Not the fake happy from winning hoverball games and being the most popular kid in school and making out with Nadine—although the latter felt real enough—but sincere, in-the-core-of-your-heart-and-soul happy.
 
   Weird that everything could be so screwed up and yet he could feel this way.
 
   And he smiles.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Janice is talking to herself when Benson slides beside her.
 
   “Hi,” he says. 
 
   If she sees him, she doesn’t give any indication, just keeps on talking to herself.
 
   Not herself, he realizes. Her watch. “Do you miss the asylum, Zoran?” she says. “No, neither do I. But I miss Alice. No one else. Just Alice.”
 
   And it’s not her watch. It’s his. His old Zoran watch, a gift from Janice for his third birthday. She kept it all these years, he marvels.
 
   “I used to love Zoran,” he says softly. 
 
   Janice’s eyes flick sharply to his, causing his breath to catch in his throat. He doesn’t know how to talk to this woman—not the way Harrison seems to. He can’t even think of her as his mother, much less call her that. He’ll always remember the eccentric, kind, intelligent woman who raised him. “Zoran was my son’s favorite,” she says. Then her eyes widen and she says, “Harrison is gone.”
 
   Benson tries to hide the horror he feels at the screwed up expression on her face. A look of madness so foreign to his memories of her that it feels like he’s talking to a different person. “No, he’s right over there.” He motions across the room where Harrison’s sitting, knees bent, with his back to the wall. His brother waves at them. Smiles.
 
   “Yes, he’s gone. Over there,” Janice says, as if that’s exactly what she meant. And it probably is. Words seem to carry slightly different meanings for her. “But you’re my other son,” she says. “And you loved Zoran.”
 
   Benson starts to speak, to agree, but she’s not done. “You once were dead,” she says.
 
   “It felt that way sometimes,” Benson says, feeling his heart skip a beat. “But I’m not anymore.”
 
   “No. You’re not,” she says.
 
   “Janice, I’m sorry. About everything. You deserved better.”
 
   She giggles. Taps the watch. “Shut up,” she says, he thinks—he hopes—to the watch. Looks back at him. “Now you sound like Harrison. You two are so alike. And not just in looks.” Three normal sentences. 
 
   Is it possible the woman he once knew is still in there? Is it possible his return to her life and the realization that he never died could cure her? 
 
   “Shut the hell up!” she roars, ripping the watch from her wrist and chucking Zoran across the room. 
 
   Everyone’s watching them. Everyone except Luce, who moves to recover the watch. 
 
   “It’s okay, Janice,” he says, putting a tentative, awkward arm around her. 
 
   “My lost son,” she says.
 
   And then she hugs him so tightly he can barely breathe. 
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty
 
    
 
   The Lifer leader wants to meet with him alone, which seems weird to Benson. After all, his friends are as much a part of this as anyone else. They’re all wanted criminals now, responsible for aiding a Slip, which is an offense punishable by death. Which is all on him, the Slip.
 
   But he can hardly refuse the request, considering it was the Lifers that saved him. 
 
   The man appears to be about his father’s age, with dark brown eyes that are creased around the edges, thin white lips that seem to sit in a perennial frown, and silvery hair combed across a balding scalp. A gun sits in a shoulder holster, and, based on the dark look in his eyes, Benson suspects he’s used it many times before. 
 
   “Why’d you bomb U-Bank?” Benson asks before the man has a chance to open his mouth. It’s something he’s been wondering for a long time.
 
   “They’re government-owned,” the man says calmly, as if he expected the question.
 
   “Innocent people were killed.”
 
   “U-Bank funds Pop Con,” the man says. “Pop Con controls the screwed up birth authorization system, as well as metes out punishment for violators. Anyone who works for U-Bank might as well work for Pop Con. In other words, they’re not innocent.”
 
   “You don’t even know them,” Benson says.
 
   “I know their type,” the man says. 
 
   “You sure you didn’t do it to create more Death Matches for people who want kids?” Benson asks.
 
   “We don’t believe in the system,” the man says. “We don’t support it in any way. We want to destroy it, not keep it moving forward. What you don’t seem to understand, young man, is that the system relies heavily on death to remain viable. If people stop dying as much, there will be fewer birth authorizations granted, and the citizens of the fine RUSA will rebel. Based on history, inequity has a way of working itself out.”
 
   Benson soaks in the man’s words, wondering how much truth is behind them. Given his situation, he’s obviously not a supporter of the system…but is it really in serious jeopardy of failing? Of rebellion?
 
   “I think we got off on the wrong foot,” the man says. “I’m Jarrod.”
 
   He wonders whether it’s his real name. “I’m Ben—”
 
   “I know who you are.” Of course he does.
 
   “Sit,” he says, adding “please” to make it appear to be a request rather than an order. But the command in his voice tells Benson this is a man who’s used to being obeyed.
 
   He sits in a chair across from him, nothing but a meter of empty air between them. This room, like all the others, has metal walls and dim yellow lights overhead. It’s cold, but not unbearably so, which, from years of experience hiding, Benson knows is to avoid detection by Hawk heat-sensors. He waits for him to speak first.
 
   Jarrod looks at the ceiling, stretches, cracks his knuckles, and then settles his arms across his chest. Stares at him.
 
   Benson’s tired and hungry and ready to go back to his friends. Ready to go back to Luce, who he hasn’t really talked to since their escape. In short: He’s not in the mood for a staring contest. “Where’d you get the Hawk?” he asks.
 
   He cocks his head. He’s surprised him. Good. “A simple thank you might have been a better place to start.”
 
   “Thank you,” he says. “Where’d you get the Hawk?”
 
   Benson thinks Jarrod smiles, although it’s hard to tell because he doesn’t show his teeth and his lips only move from a downward curved frown to a straight line. “We have our ways,” he says. “And you’re welcome. You are, after all, a symbol of what we’re trying to achieve.”
 
   “I’m just a kid who was dealt a bad hand,” he says, feeling bold. Exhaustion seems to cast inhibitions and fear aside. 
 
   “Yes,” he says. “You were. But like it or not, you’re also a symbol. Now more than ever. A sign that the system is crumbling. That the Department of Population Control isn’t as powerful as everyone thinks. And more than that, a symbol that stifling life doesn’t achieve anything good.”
 
   Benson wishes Jarrod wasn’t right, but he knows he is. He might not have chosen any of this, but he knows how all of this will be viewed by the public. A traitor in the midst of Pop Con. And not just any traitor, the most powerful man in the city standing against his own kind, against the ideals he supposedly believed in? It’ll be a public opinion disaster for the government. And, finally, him…a Slip, defeating them. Still alive.
 
   He takes a deep breath. 
 
   “What do you want from me?”
 
   Jarrod uncrosses his arms and rests them on his legs, which are crossed. “You cut right to the chase, don’t you?”
 
   “I never understood that expression,” he says.
 
   “It means—”
 
   “I know what it means; I said I never understood it.”
 
   “Look, Benson, we’re on the same side here.”
 
   He closes his eyes, gains his composure, reopens them. He can feel the heat of the blood pumping through his veins, the pounding of his heart in his chest, the rush of adrenaline sending electricity into his muscles. He feels like he’s cut from stone, like the last few days have hardened him into a statue. “I’m just trying to survive,” he says. “Trying to protect my friends, who are worse off because they know me. Trying to get to know my family, one of whom I haven’t seen in years, and one of whom I’ve only just met. So you’ll forgive me if I’m not in the mood for this particular conversation.”
 
   If the Lifer leader is angry at his response, he doesn’t show it on his face, his expression vacant. He nods. “Fair enough. But this is a conversation we’ll need to have soon. That is, if you want you, your friends and your family to continue to be protected by the Lifers.”
 
   He doesn’t know what this guy’s agenda is, but he knows his friends and family will be safer here than out in the city somewhere. At least for now. “You’re right,” he says, softening his tone. “We’ll speak soon, I promise. And thank you. For everything. This wouldn’t be over if it wasn’t for your help.”
 
   “Over?” he says. “This fight has only just begun, kid.” With that, he stands and walks by him, pausing only to put a hand on his shoulder briefly, before exiting the room and leaving him alone with his thoughts.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Check and the others are off giving Harrison and Janice a tour of the Lifer facilities, but Benson asked to be shown another time. To his delight, Luce did, too, and now she sits next to him on one of the ten metal cots in the quarters they’ve been assigned. 
 
   “You okay?” she asks, kicking his shoe.
 
   The simple act instantly breaks down the beginnings of a wall he’d felt going up between them. “I’m…hanging in there,” Benson says. “You?”
 
   “The same,” she says. “I’m just glad my brother’s okay. Check, Rod, and Gonzo, too. And you and your family, of course. I’m sorry about your father though.”
 
   Benson grimaces. “Thanks. I’m sorry, too, I think. It’s hard to know what to feel right now.”
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   “What do you think of my brother?” Benson asks, trying to change the subject. 
 
   “You mean your clone?” she says, grinning. “Well, other than how insanely weird it is seeing two of you everywhere, he seems like a good guy.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking, too, and if you think it’s strange for you to be seeing two of me, how crazy do you think it is for me to be seeing myself everywhere?”
 
   “True,” she says, kicking his foot again. 
 
   The few inches between them seem as wide as the Mississippi and all Benson wants to do is swim across the gap. 
 
   Electricity seems to buzz between them, so real that Benson lifts his hand to see if it’s sparking. Luce grabs it and leans into him, but then stops, so close he can feel her soft exhalations on his lips. He can see her entire body trembling. Despite all her strength, conquering her past is her biggest challenge. And he won’t force her to run before she can walk.
 
   “I’m okay,” she says, almost more to herself than to him. “I can do this.”
 
   “Luce…”
 
   “I want to do this.”
 
   She touches her palm to his chin, as if guiding him closer. Words are meaningless and unnecessary. All he needs is her touch. He runs his hand through her long blond hair, not pulling, just holding. Where’s the boy who was too scared to hold her hand? he wonders as their lips approach. Closer. Closer. And it’s like he’s forgotten how to breathe, as her lips touch his, so much more tender and less forced than the first time, when it was all an act. This time it’s real, her lips like an artist’s brush on canvas as they caress his own. 
 
   His other hand moves to her hip, where he holds her firmly. Her tongue slips inside his mouth and he feels explosions through his body, curling his toes and setting his nerves on fire. Despite the engineered chill in the air, he feels warmth through his entire being, seeming to spread all the way to his soul.
 
   She traces a path of hot kisses to his chin and then down his neck, lingering on the last one, her soft lips wonderful against his skin. 
 
   When she pulls back, she says, “I feel so stupid for being scared to kiss you.” He’s surprised at how similar her words are to his thoughts. But then he remembers the story she told him. The awful pervert trying to force himself on her. 
 
   “Nothing about you is stupid,” he says. 
 
   She smiles and he smiles and their smiles touch in a delicate kiss that’s the complete opposite to the forced fiery passion of their previous embrace. More perfect. More real. 
 
   “I’ll never leave you,” Luce says against his lips. 
 
   “Even if I’m the most wanted criminal in the entire RUSA?” he jokes. Except it’s not a joke.
 
   “Especially not then,” she says. “Somebody’s got to protect you.”
 
   He cradles her head against his chest and breathes into her hair, pretending for just a few precious moments that they can stay like this forever, that the beats of their hearts will never have to live apart, not for one second. 
 
   The Slip melts away, once more becoming just Benson Kelly, just a boy holding a girl.
 
   And that’s enough.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Forty-One
 
    
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep.
 
   The racket wakes him up from an empty sleep. 
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep.
 
   He tries to open his eyes, to move his arms, to find whatever device is making the noise and crush it between his fists. But he can’t move, can’t open his eyes. Reality rushes back. The so-called Destroyer was destroyed by a couple of teenagers. It doesn’t matter that he’s only seventeen years old himself; time has a different meaning for someone made of metal parts. 
 
   Beep. Beep. Beep.
 
   Dammit! “Uhhh,” he hears himself say. Say something normal! Say something intelligent! Say something scary! “Uhhh.”
 
   Rage explodes inside him. Rage with no outlet, so boiling hot that he can almost feel it eating his insides alive. Almost. But he can’t feel anything anymore. No pain. Not even the slightest tingling sensation to tell him he’s still alive. 
 
   Where’s the beat of my heart? he wonders, panicking. 
 
   “Beep. Beep. Beep,” is the only answer he gets.
 
   And then: “Oh, hello, sir. I didn’t hear you come in,” a voice says. The doctor.
 
   I’m still alive, he thinks. If he was dead he wouldn’t be able to hear the doctor or the beeping. 
 
   “Status,” a familiar voice growls. The Voice He Needed To Hear. Corrigan Mars. The man who’s always believed in him.
 
   “Uh, well, the good news is that the procedure is complete. He’s going to survive.”
 
   “And the bad news?” Corr asks. If Domino Destovan could even tell whether he was breathing, he’d be holding his breath.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You said ‘the good news,’ implying you had some bad news, too.”
 
   “Well, not bad exactly. Like I said, he’s going to be just fi—”
 
   “Spit it out, Doctor,” Corr says sharply.
 
   “Yes, of course. The only uncertainty left is when he’ll wake up. Could be hours, could be days, could be months. It’s impossible to predict these things.” 
 
   I’m awake now, you freaking moron! Domino screams in his head. “Uhhh.”
 
   “He’s making sounds. Does that mean he might wake up sooner rather than later?”
 
   “No,” the doctor says. “They’re more likely just random reactions to the shock his body’s been through.”
 
   Idiot! I’m freaking trying to talk to you! If he could only feel his fingers he’d wrap them around the nitwit doctor’s throat and squeeze him until he got it through his pea-brained head that Domino Destovan is not some comatose vegetable. He’s ready to get the hell out of this bed. 
 
   “What percent human is he?” Corr asks.
 
   “Well, depending on what measure you use, and whether you count—”
 
   “Doctor, your incessant babbling is growing tiresome,” Corr says, cutting him off.
 
   “Sorry. He’s fifteen percent human.”
 
   “Christ.”
 
   Fifteen percent? Domino’s sure he must have misheard, some problem with his ears. More likely fifty percent, down from sixty. Or he could have said forty percent, since that starts with an F, too. 
 
   He hears a thud that sounds suspiciously like a fist hitting the wall. “Dammit, Doctor, I need him awake now! Isn’t there anything you can do to speed it up?”
 
   “Well, yes, there are various drugs but there are considerable risks associat—”
 
   “Do it. Give him whatever might get him up.”
 
   Yes.
 
   “Sir, with all due respect it could kill hi—”
 
   There’s a crash and a loud scraping sound, followed by a series of muttered curses. “My arm! I think it’s broken,” the doctor wails.
 
   “If you want your other bones to remain unbroken, I suggest you give the Destroyer the drugs.” 
 
   Yes. He still thinks of him as the Destroyer. He still needs him. 
 
   “Okay. Okay. Please, give me a second. Everything’s scattered on the floor.” There’s some rustling, considerable grunting, and then the doctor says, “This one should do the trick. But remember, he might wake up confused, or out of sorts.”
 
   Domino wonders if a punch to the head would prove to the doctor that he’s the least confused person on the planet right now. He waits. And then—
 
   Finally—
 
   Freaking finally—
 
   He feels something.
 
   A pinch. A spot of cold somewhere. His arm, maybe? His leg? No. No. His face. His left cheek. The cold grows, grows and then sends a shockwave of pain through his skull like a thousand angry hornets are stinging his brain. 
 
   With a roar, he sits bolt upright, feeling tubes and wires tangling around him.
 
   And he opens his eyes.
 
   “Welcome back,” Corrigan Mars says. 
 
    
 
   ~~*~~
 
    
 
   Check out the thrilling sequel in The Slip Trilogy, Grip, out NOW! And keep reading for a sample of Grip, as well as Brew, the first book in David Estes’ action-packed witch apocalypse series, Salem’s Revenge, available NOW!
 
    
 
   A personal note from David…
 
    
 
   If you enjoyed this book, please, please, please (don’t make me get down on my knees and beg!) consider leaving a positive review on the major book review sites. Without reviews on the major sites, I wouldn’t be able to write for a living, which is what I love to do! Thanks for all your incredible support and I look forward to reading your reviews.
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A sample of GRIP, the thrilling sequel to SLIP by David Estes, available NOW!
 
    
 
   PART 1
 
   REFUGE
 
    
 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   Destiny’s been running for a long time. Her entire sixteen years of life, actually. That’s what Slips do. They have no choice. Run or die.
 
   Even now, she doesn’t know how she’s managed to stay a step ahead of the Hunters. An old drunk homeless dude who let her hide in his tent once said her name might have something to do with it. At the time, the alcohol fumes were so strong on his breath that she didn’t take him too seriously. But now…
 
   She doesn’t know what to think.
 
   Not ten minutes ago they had her. “They” being agents of Population Control, or Pop Con. The Hunters were closing in on her from three sides, no doubt guided by a Hawk drone hovering invisibly high in the sky. Momentarily forgetting her empty stomach, she bolted from the convenience store, nearly crashing into a teenage girl about her age. A girl who was carrying a shiny new pair of hoverskates. 
 
   Like fate. Or, well, like her name. Destiny.
 
   They’re the same hoverskates that are now on her feet, propelling her safely away from the Hunters, who tried to scramble back to their aut-cars to pursue her. Some of them fired shots, but there were no direct hits. At least she doesn’t think so. She’s never been shot before, but the pinprick of pain she felt in her back didn’t seem nearly bad enough to be a bullet ripping through her flesh. More like a ricochet—a shard of shrapnel spitting from the ground beneath her.
 
   Destiny can’t help the laugh that escapes her lips. Maybe the drunk dude was right. Maybe her parents had a premonition when they named her. Could they have known she would survive far longer than she was supposed to, dodging bullets and Hunters with remarkable success? 
 
   She shakes off the thought and tries to concentrate on guiding her skates down the thin alley between the row houses. Hovering a meter over the glass-speckled cement she pushes off against the air, each thrust speeding her up, until she almost feels out of control. 
 
   As she flies past a toppled-over garbage can, she narrowly misses clipping the metal frame, which is crawling with rats. Out of control. Almost. Just missing the garbage can is like a metaphor for her entire insane and unauthorized life. 
 
   Directly ahead, a group of ruffians plays baseball in the alley with rocks and sticks. Slashing past them, she steals one kid’s cap right off his head. She slaps it on her scalp and ignores the protests from the kids. She doesn’t feel bad about stealing. How can you feel bad about something you’ve done your entire life? How can you feel bad about something you have to do to survive?
 
   Hunger claws inside her belly, and Destiny wishes the kid had a bag of food pills on his head instead of the cap. Habitually, she clenches her abs and pretends that being hungry is the best thing in the world. The uncomfortable pang slowly ebbs away, leaving her feeling just empty again. Empty but not hungry. 
 
   She pushes herself harder and harder, cutting a sharp turn down another alley, this one free of ruffians. Her dark skin is sheened with sweat and her muscles are tight, but she knows she’s still too close to the store where she almost got caught. 
 
   Almost.
 
   That word seems to be today’s theme, she thinks wryly. Almost caught. Almost out of control. Almost safe again.
 
   If there was a Hawk, it might still be tracking her progress, sending her changing location back to the Hunters. She has to get under cover. But where?
 
   The houses that flash by could offer a place to hide, but the likelihood of picking one that’s unoccupied is slim. Plus the Hawk would know exactly which house she entered, so she’d need to find a way to sneak from house to house, each time magnifying her chance of getting caught. She could keep running, but eventually they’d catch her. Running is only one half of the equation of her life. Hiding is the other half.
 
   Then Destiny sees it. An open manhole. There are barriers around it, warning pedestrians to steer clear. She hears laughter, and a moment later spots men wearing orange vests eating lunch nearby. The manhole is unguarded, save for the waist-high barriers. 
 
   She charges for the opening, gauging the height as she approaches. Her skates are hovering too low—she’ll have to jump. At the last possible second, she springs upward, watching the barrier disappear beneath her, replaced by a gaping black circle of emptiness. With a deft turn of both ankles, the hoverskates skid across the air to a stop, and she uses her heels to switch off the hoverpower. 
 
   Although Destiny expects it, she gasps when she drops, her stomach flying through her chest and into her throat. As darkness closes around her with wet, icy hands, she reengages the hoverpower and her skates stop her fall before she crash lands in whatever muck occupies the bottom of the sewer drain. 
 
   She waits…one beat, two. No shouts. No protests. The men were too engaged in whatever story or joke was being told to see her slick maneuver into the hole. The Hawk wouldn’t be so easily fooled. It would’ve seen her, its cameras capturing her every move in stunningly clear three-dimensional holographs beamed back to some Pop Con command center. But now she’s off the grid, and although the Hunters will arrive soon, she has a chance to get far away before they do. 
 
   Flicking on a powerful white light built into her stolen watch—the kid she snatched it from probably didn’t realize it was gone for hours—Destiny races through the cement tube. She has to duck to avoid scraping her head on the rough ceiling, but it’s no problem for her. Brackish water meanders beneath her, bound for some body of water or treatment facility. 
 
   Soon side passages begin to open up on either side and she makes it a rule to take every turn she possibly can. She knows she’ll get hopelessly lost, but that means her pursuers will, too. 
 
   Time seems to stand still in the dank sewer system, and she begins checking her watch regularly to measure her progress. Five minutes, ten, a half hour; still she soldiers onward, her stooped back and neck growing sore as she cuts a zigzagging path through the town underworld. 
 
   After an hour has passed, she starts looking for a place to hole up for a while. Everything looks the same, however—gray and wet and miserable—so she searches for another thirty minutes. She’s just about to stop anywhere and do her best to find a dry spot to sit, when a random turn brings her into a small, square space. She slews to a stop, checks the floor—which is surprisingly dry beneath her—and drops. Her hoverskates clack mildly on the cement, the sound echoing further than she expected. 
 
   The skates also have wheels, a sort of throwback to when people used to skate on the ground rather than in the air, and Destiny tentatively rolls around the space, feeling awkward and clumsy. Her watch light shows three walls constructed of concrete blocks, solid except for the gap in which she entered, a sort of door. The fourth wall, however, is much more interesting. It’s a panel with flashing lights and colorful gauges and levers and buttons. A control panel, likely used to change the flow of sewage and storm runoff throughout the town. She doesn’t touch it for fear that she’ll break something and draw attention to her location. Someone might come down eventually, but for now it’s as good a place as any to rest. 
 
   Destiny lowers herself to the floor, resting her back against one of the walls, and slips off her backpack. Placing it beside her, she ignores it for a moment as she removes the hoverskates. It would be smarter to leave them on, in case she needs to take off again quickly, but she can already feel the blisters forming on the sides of her toes. She pushes off her shoes, too, letting her sockless feet breathe. The cool air hits the sweat on her skin and she sighs with relief. 
 
   Her comfort is negated when she feels a sharp sting in her back. The shrapnel from the gunshot, she remembers, reaching back to feel for the wound. She sucks in a breath when she touches her lower back, her nerves firing. Her fingers come away moist with blood. But it’s dark red and thick, already congealing. Clotting. The injury might be painful, but it’s not serious. She’ll live. It could’ve been so much worse, like a real bullet in the back, not just a metal shard or splintered rock or whatever penetrated her flesh.
 
   Wiping the blood on her pants, she adjusts her position so her back doesn’t touch the wall.
 
   Next she rummages through her pack, trying to find her last food pill. Ah! There! She pinches the pill between her thumb and forefinger and shoves it in her mouth. Destiny barely tastes the chicken parmesan, swallowing quickly to get the nutrients to her body, which is starting to shake with desire. The food pill will do little to quell the void in her stomach, but at least she’ll have energy again. 
 
   She shouldn’t linger, but the thought of donning the hoverskates on her sore feet make her cringe. Just a few minutes more, she thinks. Once again, she reaches a hand inside her pack, hoping to find another food pill she missed, or forgot about. As if. She never makes mistakes when she inventories her meager supplies. 
 
   Instead, her hand closes on two pieces of paper, connected by their folded-together top left corner. They feel weird and crinkly against her fingers. Paper isn’t used much anymore. Most authorized citizens use their portable holo-screens, or holos, to communicate, to get news, to entertain themselves. Many of the unauthorized people she’s met have them, too. Diggers and Jumpers. Even a Slip or two. They stole them or stole money to buy them. But not Destiny. If she manages to steal a holo, she finds a place to sell it as soon as possible. Holos can be tracked, and she doesn’t trust those who say they can remove the tracking devices. 
 
   Smoothing out the paper in her lap, she reads what she’s already memorized. First, the top page. The article she found on the street, possibly printed by some news junkie who prefers reading on paper to reading on screen. It’s about a Slip in Saint Louis, which is the capital of the Reorganized United States of America, or RUSA. She’s lived near Saint Louis her entire unauthorized life, but she’s never been there. Like her, the Slip is sixteen, and he, also like her, has managed to evade Pop Con’s Hunters for many years. In fact, they only just discovered his existence at all. 
 
   The media is making a big deal out of it, like they always do in the big cities. Slips are these scary criminals, and everyone freaks when they find one. What they don’t seem to realize is that there are dozens of Slips in small towns, most of whom go unreported. Long ago, Destiny found out why when she was hiding in a pile of garbage. The Hunters chasing her stopped not a meter away. She overheard their entire conversation:
 
   “Should we call it in, boss?” one of the Hunters said.
 
   “No. We never call it in,” the other Hunter, presumably the boss, said.
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “We don’t have the resources the city units have, kid. It’s not possible to catch every Slip the way they can. If the top dogs in Saint Louis knew how many Slips were really out there, they’d freak. We’d all lose our jobs and they’d take over. We just do our best to catch and terminate as many unauthorized kids as we can, and forget about the rest. Okay?”
 
   “Understood,” the new Hunter said. 
 
   So although Destiny understands why the Slip in Saint Louis is such a big deal, it still makes her laugh every time she reads the article. At first they thought his name was Benson Mack, but then there was this huge breaking news story about how he’s really named Benson Kelly, and his father, Michael Kelly, was the Head of Pop Con. Not like a unit head, but like the overall head. The top dog. Somehow Michael Kelly had managed to keep his unauthorized son secret for all these years. Something went down at Pop Con headquarters and Michael Kelly was shot and the Slip, Benson Kelly, escaped, along with his twin brother Harrison, mother Janice, and a street rat named Lucy Harris. 
 
   Inwardly, Destiny always cheers when she reads the article. It’s a nice article, but she only became obsessed with it two days ago, when she received the second piece of paper. The note was shoved into her hand when she was “shopping” at the store where she stole the chicken parmesan food pill she’d just eaten. The kid was gone before she could even think about stopping him, his hat pulled so far over his eyes that she couldn’t make out any of his features. Like the Saint Louis Times article, she has the note memorized, and yet she can’t help but to flip the page and read it, relishing the hand writing and the knowledge that someone real wrote the hope-filled words.
 
   Tired of running? 
 
   Come to REFUGE. 
 
   Safe for Slips, Jumpers, Diggers. 
 
   Safe for all.
 
   She’d come across other illegals before, some of whom mentioned Refuge, but to her it was always a load of crap. A myth. Stupid kids creating a stupid place that they could stupidly dream about. A fairy tale to give them hope until they were caught and killed. 
 
   But now she’s not so sure she was right. The article, which explains how the Saint Louis Slip “disappeared into thin air,” combined with the cryptic note shoved into her hand, makes her wonder whether there is a safe place for people like her. 
 
   So she’s been moving from small town to small town, talking to anyone she can about it. Gathering information. Everyone’s heard about it. Some laugh it off as some big joke, while others swear to the heavens that Refuge exists. 
 
   But the one consistent message is that it’s somewhere near Saint Louis. A coincidence? Destiny has never believed in coincidences, and she’s not about to now. And although she continues to question the truth in her mind, in her heart she knows Benson Kelly found the place of myths and legends. 
 
   And he disappeared.
 
   He found Refuge.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Hunt for Disappearing Slip Continues, Michael Kelly Rumored to be Dead
 
    
 
   Benson Kelly, the unauthorized teenager being referred to as the Saint Louis Slip, continues to evade Pop Con Hunters, in what is being referred to by authorities on population control as “the most important Sliphunt our proud nation has ever seen.” Rumors have been flying about the events that transpired three days ago at Pop Con headquarters, but only one thing is certain: Benson Kelly is still at large. 
 
    
 
   Corrigan Mars, who was recently fired as Pop Con’s second-in-command by Michael Kelly, said, “Given the circumstances around my dismissal, I expect to be reinstated any day now. And if I am, I promise to dedicate my every waking moment to catching the Slip. Benson Kelly is still eating our food and breathing our air. Authorized citizens are suffering because of illegals like Michael Kelly’s son. Illegals who never should’ve been born and now threaten the survival of all law-abiding citizens.” 
 
    
 
   In other news, it’s rumored that Michael Kelly, who was shot trying to protect his unauthorized son, is now dead. The couple who will receive a birth authorization as a result of his death will likely be contacted shortly with the good news. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   GregSmith8: Corrigan Mars for president!
 
    
 
   Slips4Life: Comment removed and disciplinary action taken.
 
    
 
   CorriganMars: Thank you, GregSmith8. I’m honored you’d say that, but our president is doing a fine job. However, I will continue to do my duty and protect our citizens from the unauthorized illegals that threaten to destroy us.
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   It’s only been three days and Benson Kelly’s already sick and tired of being holed up underground. He misses the freedom of going anywhere and doing anything, something he’s relished since the day his father gave him a fake identity and forced him to swim across the Mississippi. Like when he was confined to the indoors for the first eight years of his life, he feels safe but stuck. Not living life the way it’s meant to be lived. Not free.
 
   He’s never been free, not really.
 
   He and Check and the others have already explored every part of the Lifers’ facility, the place called Refuge, and now all he wants to do is go outside. 
 
   “Not possible,” a surly Lifer from Montreal had said when Benson asked if they could leave. He’s a Digger from Montreal, having entered the RUSA illegally five years earlier when he and nine others managed to burrow beneath the Border Wall along the Canadian border. His name’s Simon (pronounced See-mone) and the rumor is that the other nine were killed by Border guards, with only Simon surviving, giving him a reputation as a real badass. Apparently he joined the Lifers not long after that.
 
   The Lifers are the radical anti-government group who’ve been blowing up various parts of the nation’s capital as a protest against Population Control. Just thinking about the aftermath of the Lifers’ handiwork—the burned and charred bodies; the destroyed buildings; the fear and panic and mobs—makes it hard for Benson to breathe.
 
   “The air is so thick down here,” Benson comments, bouncing a ball against the metal wall next to his small, metal-framed bed. Check sits next to him, his legs crossed. He squints at the ball as Benson throws it, which makes his already narrow Asian eyes appear closed. 
 
   “Like cold pea soup,” Check agrees, grabbing the ball and chucking it at Harrison Kelly’s head. 
 
   Harrison’s hand flicks up and he snatches the ball just before it hits him in the face. 
 
   “Amazing,” Check says. “I’ve never seen anyone with hand/eye coordination like that.”
 
   Harrison shrugs. “I was born with it,” he says. Although it sounds like a cocky comment, Benson suspects it’s not. More like a fact. His twin brother might have identical features to him—sparkling turquoise eyes and golden blond hair—but that’s where the similarities end. Harrison is confident to a fault, prone to periods of brooding, and far more outgoing than Benson. Not to mention his superior hand/eye coordination and athletic ability. 
 
   Already Benson finds himself looking up to Harrison like a big brother. A big brother who was born a mere two minutes before him. Two minutes that changed both their lives, making Harrison a legal citizen of the RUSA and Benson a wanted fugitive, even as a helpless baby. 
 
   “Have you ever even seen pea soup, amigo?” Gonzo asks. Gonzo is standing in front of his own bed, repeatedly trying to rest his arm on Rod’s shoulder. Rod repeatedly pushes him off. The pair are Jumpers from Mexico, having successfully crossed the Border Wall by flinging themselves from a homemade drone. And both are crazy.
 
   Check glowers. “It’s an expression, genius.” Although it’s typical for Rod and Gonzo to argue with each other, Check usually stays out of it. After three days without sunlight, everyone’s tempers are high.
 
   Rod pushes Gonzo. Gonzo pushes Rod. 
 
   “Do you two ever stop?” Harrison says. “What, are you in third grade?”
 
   “Nah, hombre, we never even made it that far,” Rod says. “School is for spoiled douche bags with rich douche bag parents. Comprende?” 
 
   Harrison is off his bed in a second, throwing himself at the two Jumpers. His fist connects with Rod’s cheek, knocking him back. Gonzo throws a punch of his own, but Harrison dodges it and shoves him hard. 
 
   Benson and Check give each other a “Why me?” look and join the fray. While Benson grabs his brother from behind, Check tries to get in front of the Jumpers, who are charging forward. Rod trips on Check’s leg and goes sprawling while Gonzo runs smack into Check, who crushes him in a bear hug. While Harrison struggles to break free of Benson’s grip, Gonzo’s legs keep churning, forcing Check back and into the twin brothers. Rod regains his feet and tackles everyone around the ankles, throwing them down in a tangle of arms and legs.
 
   Benson’s got someone’s stinky armpit in his face and at least two bodies on top of him when the door opens. He swivels his head and loses whatever breath he had left. 
 
   Luce stands in the doorway. Her hands go to her hips, but Benson barely notices, because his gaze started at her feet and is slowly travelling up her long, lean, brown legs. It’s not until he’s taken in her curves and reached her smirking lips that he remembers to take another forced breath. 
 
   “I can’t leave you animals alone for ten minutes, can I?” she says.
 
   “Benson’s brother started it,” Rod says, unwilling to even say Harrison’s name.
 
   “How mature,” Harrison says, pushing off Benson’s chest to regain his feet. “I don’t have the energy for you morons. I’m going to go check on my douche bag mother.”
 
   When Luce doesn’t move, he pushes past her. Douche bag? Luce mouths to Benson, rubbing her shoulder.
 
   He shakes his head. There’s nothing to explain really. Sometimes people from different worlds don’t mix too well. 
 
   “Benson, I’m sorry,” Rod says, gingerly touching his cheek, which is red and puffy. “I didn’t mean Janice.”
 
   “I know,” Benson says. He meant my dad, he adds in his head. He knows they all hate Michael Kelly, regardless of whether he’s dead or alive. Regardless of whether he died to save Benson and Luce. Benson can’t really blame them, can he? His father was Head of Pop Con for many years. Many years during which countless unauthorized children were killed in cold blood on his father’s orders. He knows he should hate his father too, but—
 
   He can’t.
 
   He’s tried. The last three nights when he’s supposed to be sleeping he’s gritted his teeth and clenched his fists and whispered “I hate you I hate you I hate you,” again and again, like a prayer. But instead of seeing his father as a baby-killing monster, he always pictures him at the end, as the protector who ushered them to safety while blocking the bullets aimed their way. 
 
   “I think we all need a break from this boredom,” Check says. “Listen, I’ve been talking to some of the guys and they told me about this Lifer club that’s supposed to be insane. We could go tonight. It’ll take our minds off of—well, everything. Whaddya say, Luce? I’d save at least one dance for you.”
 
   Benson groans inwardly. While he’s continued to delay telling his best friend about he and Luce’s budding relationship, his friend has been more aggressive than ever in pining for her affections. He feels like a complete jerk, as he knows he should. 
 
   “I’m in,” Gonzo says. 
 
   “Sí,” Rod agrees. 
 
   “Thanks, but I don’t know if I’m up for it,” Benson says.
 
   “Me either,” Luce agrees quickly, trying to hide the smile she flashes Benson under her hand.
 
   “Suit yourselves,” Check says. “But if you change your minds, the place is called Dark and it’s on level minus-ten. Now I’m going to get some grub, who’s in?”
 
   “Me,” Rod and Gonzo say at the same time. Now that they’ve got a ready supply of food at their disposal, Benson is only just beginning to learn how much his friends can eat. He, on the other hand, hasn’t had much of an appetite lately.
 
   “See you later,” Benson says as his friends leave. He tries to ignore the wink that Check offers Luce when he passes her.
 
   When they’re gone, Luce flops down on the bed next to Benson, leaving a bit of empty space between them. Benson used to agonize over Luce’s every move, but now that he knows about Luce’s horrific past—her attempted rape by an orphanage headmaster—he understands it. Sometimes it’s like there’s an invisible force field holding them apart. And when they touch it’s like an electric shock that hurts so much they have to pull away. That doesn’t mean he doesn’t want to close the gap, to draw her close, to kiss her; rather, he’ll let her decide when and where. Even though it’s hard. Like really hard. Especially because they’ve kissed a few times now, and it’s all Benson can seem to think about when he’s with her. 
 
   Even now, he jerks his head when he realizes he’s staring at her pink lips. Thankfully, she doesn’t seem to notice.
 
   “We should tell Check about us,” Luce says.
 
   He likes the way “us” sounds on her lips. On her tongue. “I know,” Benson says. “I will.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “Soon?”
 
   Luce lets out a frustrated laugh, but drops her hand into the space between them, palm up. The signal that she’s ready to be touched by him. He doesn’t hesitate, slowly lowering his hand to rest atop hers. He feels the tremble in her fingers, hears her quick sharp breaths, can almost see the flashes of terrible memories cycling through her head as she tries to separate the nightmares of the past from Benson’s harmless touch. 
 
   She squeezes his hand and he squeezes back.
 
   “I’ll tell him tonight,” Benson promises. Why did I promise that? he thinks, instantly regretting it. A bulge of anxiety fills his stomach. Now he really doesn’t feel hungry.
 
   “Thanks,” Luce says, leaning in, her eyes already closed. Benson takes advantage of the opportunity to study her thin, arching eyebrows, her long lashes, her button nose, and her moist lips, puckered slightly. All that in a split-second, the longest he can wait before ducking his head to let his lips meet hers. The kiss sends tingles through his whole body and his hands seem to move on their own, without command from his brain. One cups her chin and then slides around to the back of her head, tangling in her silky hair. The other drops to her hip and he feels her shudder and freeze at his touch. Not long ago he would’ve taken it as a rejection, but now he knows to simply wait. Wait for her mind to catch up to reality, to chase away her demons. And she does, because her hands move, too, painting his chest and arms with delicate strokes. 
 
   When they finally pull apart they’re both laughing.
 
   He remembers something Janice once told him growing up, before his father faked Benson’s death and she lost her mind. Happy moments are like stars. They appear so close you think you can touch them, but really they’re fleeting and a million miles away. Enjoy them from afar and don’t come to expect them. In your life there will be more cloudy nights than clear ones. At the time they were sitting side by side and craning their necks to gaze at the star-strewn sky, and for Benson it was one of the best moments of his short life. 
 
   There’s a star-like twinkle in Luce’s eyes now and Benson can’t help the thrill he feels knowing that he put it there, like a happy memory. “So tonight?” she says.
 
   Benson cringes, remembering his promise. “Uh, yeah,” he says.
 
   “Don’t sound so confident,” Luce jokes.
 
   “I’m not,” Benson says. “Check might kill me when I tell him.”
 
   “Want me to do it?” Luce asks.
 
   Benson sighs. “I’m his best friend—I should do it. And anyway, I think it would be much worse coming from you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he’ll need someone to hit, and he can’t hit you.”
 
   “Maybe you should wear a helmet,” Luce says. Although it sounds like she is, he knows she’s not joking.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Article from the Saint Louis Times:
 
   Is Refuge Real?
 
    
 
   With the disappearance of the Saint Louis Slip, talk has escalated about a place known simply as Refuge. If you believe the rumors, Refuge is a harbor for Slips who manage to escape from the authorities. But is it real or modern-day fiction, the equivalent of Oz or Wonderland? And if it is real, what is Pop Con doing to locate it?
 
    
 
   We posed those very questions to Mayor Strombaugh, of Saint Louis, and this was his response: “There is no evidence that suggests this ‘Refuge’ is a real place. The very idea that there are more than a handful of at-large Slips is ludicrous. However, there may be a few Slips out there, hiding together. It’s possible they aided Benson Kelly, and are even now protecting him. If so, we will take every measure possible to find them and terminate them. We’re in the process of appointing a new Head of Population Control, whose first task will be to complete an ongoing mission to follow a current lead.” 
 
    
 
   When questioned about who might be appointed as Head of Pop Con, the mayor had no comment. He also had no comment about the specific nature of the current investigation. 
 
    
 
   Have a comment on this article? Speak them into your holo-screen now. NOTE: All comments are subject to government screening. Those comments deemed to be inappropriate or treasonous in nature will be removed immediately and appropriate punishment issued. 
 
    
 
   Comments:
 
   CherryRipe4: Does anyone remember that young cyborg that was hunting the Slip? What ever happened to him? He was gorgeous.
 
    
 
   JohnBardo9: Oh yeah, I remember. His name was Domino I think. He was fired from Pop Con the same day Corrigan Mars was. It was all over the news. 
 
    
 
   CherryRipe4: Domino…ooh, even his name is sexy. Are there any cyborgs out there that want to get a drink tonight?
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Fifteen percent human. 
 
   At first it made Domino Destovan feel sick. At first he thought about how in school they learned how rounding works. Anything fifty percent and higher gets rounded up. Everything else is rounded down. Even as a cyborg, he considered himself human. Because of rounding.
 
   But now rounding would make him a robot. More machine than human. More metal than flesh and blood and organic tissue. When he smashes either of his metal fists into the wall, he doesn’t feel pain. When he walks he can’t feel his own feet on the ground. Because they’re not his feet, are they? They’re spare parts pieced together and wired to his brain.
 
   Ah, his brain! Although apparently they had to reconstruct parts of it using some kind of polymer tubing, it’s still “mostly human.” Those are the doctor’s words, not his. And he can still feel his heart knocking around in his metal chest. That makes him human, right?
 
   More than anything, he knows he’s part human because of the anger. Like a dragon made of fire it roils inside him, bursting through his veins and scorching his heart and pounding against his temples, which are still skin and bone. It’s the kind of complete anger that only a human could have. With each passing day his wrath seems to build—and he knows why. 
 
   (The itch is there.)
 
   (To kill.)
 
   (To destroy.)
 
   Yes, the Destroyer knows he must destroy to satisfy his anger. It’s the only way. Killing is the only thing that’s given him any kind of satisfaction since he came back from the war, broken and helpless. But now he’s stronger. Invincible. 
 
   And stifled. 
 
   He smashes a hole in the rock wall, sending stones crumbling to the floor. “I’m ready!” he shouts. He’s been shouting a lot lately. After the extensive surgeries that made him more machine than man, he can’t seem to control the volume of his voice.
 
   The doctor and nurse back away until they hit the opposite wall. Corrigan Mars doesn’t even flinch. “I know,” Corr says. Compared to the Destroyer, his boss looks old and weak. But he knows he’s not. After all, he’s the one who took down Michael Kelly. And the command in his voice is enough to freeze even the cyborg’s boiling hot blood. 
 
   “Then let me find the punks who did this to me!”
 
   “Patience,” Corr says evenly, as if demonstrating the word with the calmness in his voice.
 
   The Destroyer is tired of being patient. The itch is becoming painful and he has to scratch it, one way or another. Corrigan Mars may want to kill the Slip, but the Destroyer doesn’t think his boss would understand his need to kill anything. The doctor or nurse would do just fine. He just needs to feel the power again—that fine line between life and death coursing through his fingertips. 
 
   Corr’s holo-screen blares to life and he says, “Yes?”
 
   His boss distracted, the Destroyer inches toward the nurse, who eyes him warily. He can almost smell the fear wafting off of her.
 
   “Mr. Mayor, what a pleasure,” Corr says. “The Times article? Yes, I read it. Sounds like you’re in need of someone with real Sliphunting experience.”
 
   The Destroyer’s human lips curl into a smile as he fantasizes about what kind of noise the nurse’s neck would make when snapped in half. When he takes another step forward, she glances at the door. 
 
   Corr is still talking to the mayor, but the Destroyer can barely hear him now, his attention fully focused on his prey. “Thank you, Mr. Mayor, I’d be honored to do my duty for the city,” Corr says.
 
   Somewhere in the back of Dom’s mind, he registers the beep when Corr ends the call, but nothing can stop him now. He takes a quick step, then another, and the nurse’s eyes widen. She starts to run for the door, but he cuts her off with two long strides. The cowardly doctor shrinks further into the room, abandoning her nurse. She tries to squirm away but his fingers are like a vice on her skin. She screams.
 
   “Stop,” Corr commands. 
 
   Dom’s heart is racing, a thrill rushing through every single one of his remaining human parts, but he stops. He stops, not because he wants to, but because he still feels a certain loyalty toward the man who believed in him from the start. 
 
   “We don’t need her anymore,” the Destroyer says, hoping against hope that he’ll be able to finish her. She’s sobbing now, and he realizes he’s holding her off the floor, her feet dangling, desperately scrabbling to find purchase. 
 
   Corr says, “She helped save your life, and now you’re just going to kill her?” Twisting his neck to look back, the Destroyer tries to read his boss’s expression. It’s not disgust exactly—more like interest. Morbid curiosity, like a scientist who’s fascinated by a rat that eats its young. 
 
   “I have to,” the Destroyer says, trying to explain the need that’s like breathing for him.
 
   “You don’t have to do anything,” Corr says. “You are my soldier and you’ll kill who I tell you to kill. Now drop her.”
 
   The rage rushes through him like a flood, tightening his human muscles against his machine parts, and he slings the nurse to the floor, her body thudding viciously on the cement. She cries out, loudly at first, and then whimpering, like a child, clutching an arm that isn’t hanging quite right. 
 
   But the Destroyer’s not done. It’s not enough to satiate his need. For the first time in his life, he disobeys a direct order from a superior, leaping on the nurse and raising his fist, ready smash her pretty little features to insignificant hunks of bloodied meat. 
 
   The pain hits him like a shockwave, jolting him from head to toe and throwing him away from the nurse. His entire body goes rigid, bolts of lightning stabbing him in the brain, in the heart, in the eyes…
 
   As the horrendous sensation dies out, his vision dims and he’s vaguely aware of the nurse scrambling to her feet and rushing from the room. Corrigan Mars stands over him. He knows it was Mars that caused the pain. Somehow.
 
   “Listen to me, Domino,” Corr says, his words sheathed with ice. “You’re my psychopath and you’ll only kill those that I tell you to. And if you don’t, I’ll destroy you. Do you understand?”
 
   He tries to say yes, but his lips won’t move. Instead, he manages a nod. 
 
   “Good. Because I’ve just been appointed the new Head of Population Control. And I want you to be my second-in-command. We’ve got a Slip to kill.”
 
    
 
   GRIP by David Estes, available NOW!
 
   
  
 



A sample of BREW by David Estes, available NOW! The Witch Apocalypse Begins!
 
    
 
   PART ONE: SALEM’S REVENGE
 
    
 
   In the black of night, 
 
   ’Midst shattered dreams,
 
   Come darkest terrors, once unseen.
 
    
 
   Hidden amongst us,
 
   Wielding ancient power,
 
   ’Til the wraiths step forward, for the witching hour.
 
    
 
   Salem’s Revenge, Rhett Carter
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter One
 
    
 
   The witches don’t deserve to die. 
 
   As I chuck my football cleats in my duffel and zip it shut, my foster mom’s words ring in my head. For months she’s been focused on the whole Salem’s Return debacle. The new laws, the hunt for real, live witches, the executions. And, after the news today, she’s up in arms all over again. 
 
   Number of Witches May Stretch into the Thousands, the headline read. 
 
   It almost made me laugh, but I held it in because of the grave expression on my mom’s face. Witches? Come on. There’s no such thing, not in real life anyway. Between the pages of the books I love to read, however, that’s a different story. And that’s where they should stay. All the rest is nothing more than fear, just like it was during the original Salem Witch Trials. 
 
   “Bye, Mom!” I shout as I push through the front door, shouldering my backpack and football gear. 
 
   “Have a good day, Rhett!” Trudy Smith calls back, but her head never turns, her eyes glued to the continued Salem’s Return news coverage. 
 
   The world is a scary place. One big hot mess. While we should be focused on our real problems, like the thousands of homeless living—and starving—on the streets, the ever-rising cost of healthcare, and the ticking time bomb that is the social security system, the lawmakers are focused on…drumroll please…witches. Really?
 
   I weave my way along the familiar path through the Atlanta suburbs, making my way to meet my friends, Beth and Xavier. Well, Xave’s a friend, and Beth—she’s more than a friend. The thought brings a smile to my face, instantly erasing the negative energy from this morning’s news. 
 
   On the opposite side of the street, I see a couple of my teammates getting into their car. They glance in my direction, pausing to smirk at me. I’d wave, but I don’t really like them very much—like, at all. Unfortunately, the “mates” part of “teammates” is used loosely in my case. Maybe if I partied more and read fewer books I’d be more popular on the team. But alas, the star quarterback, Todd Logue, has decided to make me the target of ninety-nine percent of his jokes. And these two punks are two of his besties. 
 
   So I look away from them and just keep walking, breathing a sigh of relief when they don’t do more than honk obnoxiously at me as they roar past, filling the air with a foul-smelling cloud of fumes. 
 
   “This week I decided the school newspaper should discuss Salem’s Return,” Beth says when I meet her and Xavier in front of their neighboring houses. 
 
   “Good morning to you, too,” I say, leaning down to sneak in a quick kiss. To my delight, Beth returns it, her lips lingering on mine for three awesome beats of my heart. 
 
   “They should outlaw kissing in front of friends,” Xave says, turning away from us and shielding his eyes. My best friend, as usual, looks like he’s heading to some private prep school. Wearing a red and blue sweater vest that perfectly matches his brightly colored belt, he could be the son of a politician or a CEO. Beneath the vest is a spotless white button-down shirt.
 
   “You might not be saying that if you had a boyfriend,” I say, pulling away from Beth.
 
   “Yes, I would,” Xave says, starting down the sidewalk. A carpool full of students zooms past, radio blasting.
 
   “I guess you saw this morning’s news then,” I say, returning to Beth’s initial topic of choice. “So you’re going to write about the revival of the Salem Witch Trials?”
 
   Her big, brown eyes light up the way they always do when she talks about her latest project as editor of the school paper. “Yes,” she says. “I’ve been doing some initial research, and something about it all just doesn’t add up. I don’t think the government is telling us everything.”
 
   “Do they ever?” I say.
 
   “You mean, like a conspiracy?” Xave says, leaning in. He’s always liked a good conspiracy to start the day. I smile, because why not? The sun is shining, I’m with my two best friends, and no one has tried to pick a fight with me today. All in all, it’s a good start to a Wednesday.
 
   “Exactly,” Beth says. “It’s still early on, but I’ll let you know what I find out.”
 
   “Correction. You’ll let the whole school know what you find out,” I say.
 
   “No. The whole world!” Xave says, laughing. I try to disguise my own laugh as a cough, but Beth hits me anyway. Although Beth’s articles are only published in print in the school newspaper, she also shares them with the respectable following she’s managed to amass on her collection of favorite social networking sites. 
 
   “Laugh all you want, boys, but when I’m running a real paper you’ll learn the true power of the press.” I don’t doubt her words, not for one second.
 
   I rub my shoulder even though her whack was the equivalent of getting hit by a raindrop. “So what do you think they’re holding back?” I ask. “Everyone already knows the witches aren’t really witches.”
 
   “How do you know?” Beth says, firing me a frown. “You read books about witches all the time, and yet you don’t even think they could be real?”
 
   “That’s fiction,” I say.
 
   “Seems like half of what’s in old science fiction books has been coming true for years.”
 
   “Yeah, but that’s grounded in reality. In science. Now we’re talking fantasy. Magic. Not. Real.” We make another turn, which seems to prove my point. More nondescript cookie-cutter houses line another cookie-cutter street in suburbia. One of a million such neighborhoods across the country that have many things in common—including no real witches.
 
   “Anyway,” Beth says, “it doesn’t matter whether they’re real witches or not, they’re being murdered for nothing other than existing. It’s not right.”
 
   “Now that I agree with,” I say. “I can’t wait to read everything you find out.”
 
   My comment draws a smile from my girlfriend, which I much prefer to the glares she’s been giving me for the last few minutes. She wraps an arm around my waist and pulls me into her side.
 
   “Well, I know one thing,” Xave says, “if I ever come across a male witch, I won’t turn him in—I’ll ask for his number. Witches are hot.”
 
   “There’s no such thing as male witches,” I say.
 
   “Always gotta be a know-it-all,” Xave says. “I meant warlocks, or wizards, or whatever Harry Potter is.”
 
   “You’ve got a crush on Harry Potter?” Beth says, raising her eyebrows. 
 
   “Not Harry specifically, although when he fires a curse it definitely gets my heart pumping. More like Draco Malfoy. Now he’s a stud.”
 
   “You always preferred the bad boys,” I note. 
 
   Beth chuckles, and Xave says, “True. At least I’d know what to do if I came face to face with a witch. You two would be hopeless. Beth would probably ask for an interview, and Rhett here would either freeze up or run away screaming.”
 
   Ever since I met Xavier in the foster system when we were five, he’s been like a brother to me. And, like a brother, he knows me all too well. He’s fought for me at least a dozen times, while it’s always been my preference to use words—rather than fists—as my weapon of choice. I owe him more than I can ever repay.
 
   So I don’t even mind the insult, not when I can feel the warmth of Beth’s body seeping through our clothes. The school comes into view and I let out a silent groan. I squeeze Beth one more time and then head toward the opposite end of campus, to the athletic locker rooms. I have to stow my football gear before I make my way to class. 
 
   “See you guys later,” I say, still thinking about what Beth said about witches being real. 
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   Football practice. Although I don’t mind sports, I’d rather be hanging with Xave and Beth than smashing into sweaty guys. However, according to my foster father, my height, build, and athletic abilities make football my best shot at a college scholarship. I’m taller than most guys on the team, and when I wear contacts Beth says I almost look like a football player. But I know she prefers me with glasses—we’re two nerds in a pod. Xave says we’re a cute couple because we’re opposites in so many ways. Her brown eyes are light; mine are dark. She’s petite; I’m, well, not. Her nose is small, like a button; according to Xave, mine is too big, although Beth says it’s cute. 
 
   So here I am, on the sidelines, waiting for Coach to arrive, thankful that my dark skin isn’t particularly sensitive to the hot Georgia sun.
 
   “Jacob’s search for true love is something every teenage boy can relate to,” a voice says from behind. I sigh, hating the way my own written words sound so pathetic and stupid when spoken by the human gorilla.
 
   I finish tying my cleats and turn around to find Todd Logue and three of his football buddies laughing at me. “Do you need something?” I say, unwilling to rise to the bait.
 
   “Me?” Todd says, feigning surprise. “All I need are more of your blog posts. They touch me in ways I never knew were possible.” He makes a vigorous and exceptionally lewd gesture with his hand. His goons laugh louder.
 
   Knowing that people like him are able to read my posts almost make me want to give up book blogging. Almost. 
 
   “I’m so glad,” I say, offering the fakest, broadest smile I can muster. I grab my helmet and head left toward the field.
 
   The foursome move in tandem, blocking my path. Determined to avoid them, I turn toward the right. Again, they block my escape.
 
   “We’ll let you by if you recite something from your last blog post,” Todd says. “You know, the one I printed two hundred copies of and posted around the school.”
 
   He didn’t. I want to believe myself, but I know it’s exactly the kind of thing he would do. A crowd starts to gather as some of the students who were there to watch the football practice realize something’s about to go down. 
 
   “Screw you,” I say, moving back to the left to try to get past. I refuse to let him goad me into a fight. One of his goons pushes me back. 
 
   Someone in the crowd yells, “Fight!”
 
   “Leave him the hell alone,” a familiar voice says. Crap. I glance over where Xavier has just emerged to stand beside me. His pudgy face is pulled into a frown. 
 
   “Xave, I’m fine,” I hiss. “Get out of here.” When he looks up at me with those fiercely loyal brown eyes of his, I know he’s not going anywhere. When did he get so much smaller than me? While I’ve grown up, he’s grown out, his plump belly making him as big a target of bullies as me.
 
   “Oooh, has your fat boyfriend come to save you?” Todd taunts. 
 
   Although a few chuckles dance through the crowd, I see plenty of kids shaking their heads, not amused by Todd in the least. And yet none of them step forward to help. I don’t blame them. Why make yourself a target when staying under the radar is so much easier? 
 
   Xave doesn’t understand the meaning of “flying under the radar.”
 
   “At least Rhett’s ancestors didn’t swing from trees,” Xave says, not backing down. He rummages through his bag and finds a banana, which he tosses over Todd’s head. “Fetch!”
 
   There are a lot of laughs from the crowd, which only seems to infuriate Todd, his eyebrows pinching together. “You’ll pay for that, homo,” he says, stepping forward.
 
   He swings at Xave’s head, but I step in front of him, taking the punch in the chest. It hurts like hell, but I stand my ground, ushering Xave, who’s trying to get around me, further back. The next punch catches me in the face and twists my head around, blood exploding from my nose. 
 
   The four huge guys surround us, all smiles and wisecracks. 
 
   “Bring it, losers,” Xave says as they close in. Sometimes I wish my best friend was a little more scared of pain. 
 
   I tense up, ready to take the worst beating I’ve had since my second foster father, Big Hank, used to regularly use Xave and me as punching bags, when a flat, hard voice says, “I’d stop while you’re ahead, Todd.”
 
   Todd stops mid-punch, whirling to glare at the girl who would dare threaten him. Soft brown skin. Intriguing brown eyes, flashing with anger. Glasses that give her a trendy, intelligent look. Her hands are on her hips, a look of utter contempt screwing up her otherwise pretty features. 
 
   Not again, I think. Beth. She wasn’t supposed to make it to watch practice today, her duties as editor of the school newspaper consuming her afternoon.
 
   “I won’t hit a girl,” Todd says.
 
   “How chivalrous,” Beth says.
 
   “But you’re awfully tempting,” Todd says.
 
   “Like a guppy to a shark.”
 
   “So why don’t you get out of here so we can finish with these two?” Todd says.
 
   “I’ve got a better idea,” Beth says, a somewhat vicious smile forming on her pink lips. “Why don’t you go back to what you do best—throwing a ball—and we’ll pretend this never happened.”
 
   Silence. I can tell Todd’s confused, his face switching between laughing and frowning. Evidently he doesn’t know what to make of the spitfire standing before him. I’m equally dumbfounded, wondering how the hell Beth is planning to get Todd to back down. But there’s one thing I know about Beth: She always has a plan.
 
   “And why should I do that?” Todd asks.
 
   Beth motions for him to come closer. He stands stock-still, then shrugs and saunters over to her. The kids in the crowd are whispering to each other, their hands over their mouths. Our little scene is better entertainment than reality TV. 
 
   When Todd gets close to her, she motions him even closer, toward her mouth. The tall quarterback has to bend to get to her level. She whispers something in his ear and he stiffens, pulling back. His eyes are wide and white for a moment, and then he sneers, “C’mon, boys. These losers aren’t even worth our time.”
 
   Although the other players don’t look like they want to leave, one by one they follow their leader as he jogs back onto the field. 
 
   “Break it up! There’s nothing to see here!” Beth shouts, motioning for the audience to go back to whatever they were doing before. 
 
   “Wow!” Xave says, watching the crowd dissipate. “That was incredible. I didn’t even have to get all bloody and bruised, like I usually do when I defend Rhett.”
 
   I cringe, hating how I always feel when my friends have to come to my rescue. 
 
   Like a big wimp.
 
   “Those idiots deserve more than a free pass,” Beth mutters, but flashes a real smile. “A swift kick in the groin would’ve been more satisfying.”
 
   “Ooh,” Xave groans. “Remind me never to get on your bad side.” 
 
   “Sorry,” I say, feeling about half my six-foot, four-inch height.
 
   “About what?” Beth says, wrapping an arm around my waist. 
 
   “Involving you guys in my problems yet again.”
 
   “We involved ourselves,” Xave says, beaming. “It’s part of our job description. Personally it’s not my favorite part of the job, but I’m pretty used to it by now. Like, remember when Big Hank came home drunk and decided you needed ‘toughening up’?”
 
   “Not this story again,” I say, wishing Xave had a shorter memory. 
 
   “Oh, have I told this one before?” Xave says, raising his eyebrows theatrically. “Let’s just say that I took the licks for you. It’s the only time I’ve had two black eyes and a bloody nose all at the same time.” 
 
   I chew my lip, remembering that night. After all, it was only eight short years earlier that Xave and I met when we were both sent to live with Big Hank and his wife, Cindi. For almost a year it was a nightly ritual for him to come home drunk, driving a beat-up pickup proudly flying a Confederate flag, unleashing a barrage of obscenities at Cindi, who would spew all sorts of vile threats right back. 
 
   Big Hank would stomp up the steps and, with his alcohol-breath hitting us in a nauseating blast, he’d pick one of us and then proceed to “beat the black out of us,” as he liked to say. On more than one occasion, Xave, who was bigger than me back then, would volunteer to take the beating for me. I cried most of those nights, listening to Xave’s screams. 
 
   Two days after the final beating Xave took from Big Hank, Cindi shot and killed her husband when he tried to touch her.
 
   Xave, who was still recovering in the hospital from his “bad bike accident,” and I were split up and moved to different foster homes. 
 
   Neither of them was as bad as staying with Big Hank and Cindi. But neither of them was much better either. 
 
   “Ooh, wait, I’ve got one,” Beth says, raising a finger in the air.
 
   “Not you, too,” I say. “You know, you two would make really good bullies. You’ve mastered the art of ganging up.”
 
   Ignoring me, Beth says, “Remember how we met?” Ugh. Why can’t we be a normal couple with a cute story of how we got together? Like someone knocks her books out of her arms and I pick them up. Or she sees me catch a game-winning touchdown pass and interviews me for a school article. No such luck.
 
   “No,” I lie.
 
   “Then let me remind you. Much like today, you and Xave were surrounded by thugs.”
 
   “I was throwing punches like a tornado,” Xave says, chiming in. 
 
   “None of them connecting,” I mutter.
 
   “And Rhett was just standing there letting his face get tenderized,” Xave continues.
 
   “I shouted, ‘Cops!’ and the bullies and crowd took off running,” Beth concludes. 
 
   “See,” I say, “if not for my knack for attracting attention, we might not even know each other.” 
 
   “I still don’t get why you don’t stand up for yourself,” Beth says. 
 
   “Rhett wouldn’t hurt a fly,” Xave says. “It’s just not in him.”
 
   “What should we do after practice?” I say, changing the subject.
 
   “You’re a freaking giant, Rhett,” Beth says, continuing on as if I hadn’t spoken.
 
   “A real Big Foot…” Xave adds.
 
   “I barely come up to your waist,” Beth says.
 
   “…with fists the size of meat cleavers,” Xave says.
 
   I throw my hands up. “Okay, okay, I get it. I should be doing the hitting, not getting hit. I should be book blogger turned Superman, right? Defender of the weak, protector of the bullied. Look, I just don’t like violence. The thought of hitting someone’s”—I make a face—“nose or chin or cheek grosses me out.” Even talking about violence is making me queasy. I can’t help it—I’ve always been this way. When the other boys were wrestling and playing “Cops and Robbers” I was more interested in books, happy to get lost in someone else’s adventure.
 
   “Then aim for their stomachs,” Beth says.
 
   “Or their kidneys,” Xave says, waggling his eyebrows encouragingly. “Or if you want to act like a little girl, a good shot to the nuts will drop ’em like the sacks of feces that they are.”
 
   I swallow the lump in my throat. None of those options are any more appealing to me. “Pass,” I say.
 
   “You’re hopeless,” Beth says, but from her smile and the way she squeezes my waist, I can tell she won’t hold it against me. “Well, I’d love to stay and talk strategies for inflicting pain on jerks like Todd Logue, but I’ve got to run. Our issue spotlighting the inequality of Salem’s Return won’t get written and edited by itself.”
 
   She gives me a quick peck on the lips and skates away, adjusting her glasses when they slip down her nose. 
 
   “Hey, Beth!” I say, stopping her. 
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “What did you say to Todd?”
 
   Smiling, she strolls back over and stands on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear. “I told him I had a source that told me he used to wet the bed, and that I’d run the story in next week’s newspaper if he didn’t leave you alone.”
 
   I snort out a laugh. “Whoever told you that about Todd has a death wish,” I say.
 
   “I made it up,” she says.
 
   “But…how’d you know it would work?”
 
   She offers a sly grin. “Because bullies like Todd are always overcompensating for their own insecurities,” she says.
 
   Shaking my head, I grab my helmet off the ground, reacting to Coach Bronson’s whistle. After kissing Beth on the cheek, I run onto the field. 
 
   “What? No smooch for me?” Xave calls after me. He has a knack for embarrassing me in front of my teammates, as if they need any more reason to make fun of me. 
 
   Beth hoots and hollers and claps. “Superstar!” she shouts.
 
   My face warming, I turn and look at the bleachers so I won’t have to see the rest of the players—whose stares I can feel on the back of my neck—but Beth and Xavier are already huddled over his tablet, immersed in homework or a funny video or my latest blog, which they never fail to give me a hard time about. 
 
   A burst of energy plumes in my chest as I watch them. My embarrassment vanishes like a ship in the Bermuda Triangle. Beth and Xave and me. Inseparable.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “How’s the Salem’s Return issue coming?” I say to Beth when she and Xave meet me to walk home.
 
   Beth frowns. “The more research we do, the more the whole thing stinks,” she says. 
 
   “Like Rhett’s football cleats?” Xave says.
 
   “Worse,” she says. “Do you know how it all started?”
 
   Of course. Everyone does. A woman who could breathe fire. A circus performer. But not just her—there were three of them. Sisters, calling themselves The Pyros. Only it wasn’t just that they could breathe fire, but that they could seemingly create it from thin air. Snap their fingers and a flame would appear. Of course, it was all just an illusion. Magic isn’t real. However, the Pyros were so good that people started to think they were real witches. A couple of religious groups accused them of being devil-worshippers. Of course, it didn’t help that a national media organization had a slow news week and grabbed onto the story, broadcasting snippets from the sermons condemning the witches. Like every other snowball that gets a big push down a hill, the story got bigger and bigger, until the story became an issue, and the issue became a problem.
 
   Enter the politicians, who only made things worse. Because of the potential for panic, a law was signed preventing “real” magic from being performed—whatever that meant. The media coined it Salem’s Return. I can still remember the first trial. My mom was obsessed with it. She said it would redefine the type of country we’d be for the next century, that it was the most important event since the Civil War. When the Pyros were sentenced to burn, she wouldn’t leave the house for three days. Said we’d become monsters. 
 
   According to the judge, death by burning was justified because of the unique circumstances surrounding the guilty. They were witches. Burning them was “the only way to destroy their evil.” Of course it didn’t help that when they tried to burn the sisters, they supposedly wouldn’t burn. 
 
   “Yeah,” I say. “But the whole thing was a trick. Someone wanted to incite fear so they made it look like the so-called witches wouldn’t burn.” 
 
   “They showed it live on TV,” Xave says. 
 
   “Yeah, so they could prove to the world that the sisters were REAL witches,” Beth says. “I think it was all staged. Another illusion, just like the tricks the Pyros did with fire. Whatever the case, it worked. When they couldn’t burn them, they—”
 
   “Drowned them,” I say. I remember my mother’s face after it happened. After months of protesting she looked defeated. She didn’t say a word that day. Since then they’ve used burning as the primary method of execution, with drowning used only if burning doesn’t work. 
 
   “Sometimes the government makes me want to move to Switzerland,” Xave says. 
 
   “Why Switzerland?” I ask, raising an eyebrow. 
 
   “Mostly the chocolate and the cheese,” Xave says, not missing a beat.
 
   “That was a decade ago,” Beth says, bringing the conversation back to her favorite topic. “The fires haven’t stopped burning since.” Although there have been many groups protesting the anti-witch laws, in which my mom is a proud member, their efforts have been unsuccessful. More than a hundred witches have been executed so far, although it’s hard to keep count with the death toll rising by the month. The executions barely even get any news coverage anymore; they’re as normal as car accidents in L.A. and murders in Detroit. 
 
   “No one even cares about the death count anymore,” I point out.
 
   “That’s where the conspiracy gets a little interesting and a lot disturbing,” Beth says. “There are all kinds of theories out there, most of which contradict each other, but one thing everyone seems to agree on is that the reported witch death count is but a fraction of reality.”
 
   “You mean, like, it’s closer to two hundred witches?” Xave asks, huddling closer to Beth’s side as we walk. 
 
   “No,” Beth says. “Try a thousand.”
 
   My mouth drops open. “A thousand?”
 
   “And that’s on the low end of the estimates. Some sites say they have sources that peg the number of executions at more than five thousand witches.”
 
   “But that’s…” The word I want to say leaves a bad taste in my mouth as it rolls around on my tongue.
 
   “Genocide,” Beth says, reading my mind. 
 
   “It makes the Salem Witch Trials look like a child’s birthday party and lethal injection appear as boring and humane as giving a child a timeout,” Xave says. 
 
   “It’s just not right, and that’s what I’m going to say in the newspaper,” Beth says. 
 
   With at least half the students’ parents likely in support of the anti-witch laws, her article will mean even more bullying for the three of us. But that’s Beth—she’ll never back down from something she believes in. And that’s just the way I like her. 
 
   “We’re behind you all the way,” I say.
 
    
 
   ~~~
 
    
 
   When I get home, I leave my dirty cleats on the front porch and push through the door. My mom is folding laundry on our beat-up brown couch in front of the TV. 
 
   “Hi, Mom,” I say, the word not even sticking in the back of my throat the way it used to. 
 
   “Hey, Rhett,” she says, her gaze fixed on a news program. “How was practice?”
 
   “Not terrible,” I say.
 
   “How’s Xave?”
 
   “He’s Xave,” I say.
 
   “How’s Beth?” She pulls her stare from the TV for just long enough to waggle her eyebrows. Yep, she’s the closest thing to a real mom I’ve had in a long time. 
 
   “She’s great,” I say.
 
   “There’s fruit on the table if you’re hungry,” she calls after me as I head to the kitchen. I dump my sports duffel and backpack on a couple of chairs and grab a banana, peeling it as I move back into the TV room. 
 
   There’s a rattle of footsteps scurrying down the stairs as Hurricane Jasmine approaches from upstairs. “Rhett!” my seven-year-old foster sister cries. “I thought you’d been kidnapped.” She throws her arms around me and I almost drop the banana. 
 
   “Um, why?” I ask.
 
   “The witches,” Jasmine says, looking up, her chocolaty skin vibrant in the late-afternoon light. 
 
   “Jaz, I already told you,” my mother says, turning to face us with a swirl of blond hair. “The witches aren’t dangerous. They’re not even real witches. They’re just people, like you or me. They’re not the ones to blame for all of this. We’re to blame. Our fear and hate.” Finally I realize what my mom’s watching on TV—what had her so engrossed.
 
   “A curfew?” I say, reading the headline at the bottom of the screen. A newswoman is jabbering on about how the witch threat level has just been raised. How there are more of them than we first thought when Salem’s Return began years earlier. 
 
   “The witches are starting to fight back,” Jaz says, her voice no more than a whisper. “They say no one should be out after dark.”
 
   “Seriously?” I say in disbelief.
 
   “Seriously,” my mom says. “It’s utterly ridiculous. The whole country’s gone half-crazy.”
 
   “More like full crazy,” I say, slipping my cell phone out of my pocket when it rings.
 
   When I press a button to answer it, Beth says, “Have you seen the news?” before I can say anything. 
 
   “My mom’s ready to march on Washington D.C.,” I say, which earns me an eye-roll. 
 
   “Is that Beth?” Jaz asks, tugging at the side of my shirt.
 
   I pull away from her, shaking her off. “Now do you think I’m wasting my time with my article?” Beth asks.
 
   “I want to talk to her,” Jaz whines, trying to grab the phone.
 
   I hold it higher, out of reach. “I never said you were wasting your time,” I say. “I just said witches aren’t real. But that doesn’t mean the fake witches should be killed.”
 
   “Here here,” my mother says, raising a pair of my underwear like a banner.
 
   “What about the curfew? Do you think that’ll stick?” I ask, holding Jaz off with one arm. 
 
   “Who knows?” Beth says. “Before all this started, I’d say no. But now…”
 
   “Hey, my sis wants to talk to you,” I say, hoping to avoid getting clawed by Jaz’s purple-painted nails. 
 
   “Sure. I love your sister.”
 
   When I offer the phone, Jaz grabs it with two hands and starts all over again with, “I was worried you and my brother had been kidnapped!”
 
   As Beth tries to reassure my sister, I turn my attention back to the TV, where the newswoman is elaborating on the current situation. “Multiple anonymous threats from pro-witch organizations have evidently come through various law enforcement agencies over the last forty-eight hours. Although our sources were unable to provide specifics, they did say that the threats were violent in nature and suggested a large-scale response to Salem’s Return. Citizens are being urged to remain in their homes with their doors locked whenever possible.”
 
   “Unbelievable,” I say.
 
   “As if,” my mother says. “More likely I’ll be accused of being a witch and get tied to a stake than a ‘witch’ attacking our house.”
 
   “Don’t say stuff like that,” I say. The last thing we need is cops on our doorstep because my mom joked about being a witch.
 
   Jaz hands me the phone. “Beth says she’ll talk to you later. She has conspiracies to unravel.”
 
   “Thanks, I think,” I say.
 
   Just before I head upstairs to get a shower, I notice Jaz locking the front door. “What are you doing?” I ask.
 
   “The witches,” she says, as if that explains everything. 
 
   I shake my head and take the steps two at a time to the second floor. 
 
   A half hour later I’m showered and back downstairs watching TV with my sister while my mom makes dinner. The front door rattles as someone tries to open it.
 
   “The witches!” Jaz cries, clutching my side.
 
   There’s a click and the door eases open. “Anyone home?” my father hollers.
 
   Jaz runs to him, wrapping her arms around his leg. “You’re not a witch,” she says.
 
   “I guess you’ve all heard the news,” Dad says, walking inside with Jaz still stuck to his leg. He hangs his tool belt on a hook in the closet. After retiring from the military, he became a handyman, quickly gaining a reputation for being able to fix almost anything. 
 
   “Jaz thinks the witches are going to kidnap us, Mom thinks the government is made up of fools, Beth thinks there’s a major conspiracy, and Xave wants to move to Switzerland.”
 
   “And what do you think?” Dad asks me, picking Jaz up and throwing her on the couch beside me while she laughs gleefully. 
 
   “I think there are no witches and the sooner we all realize that the better,” I say. “I mean, didn’t we learn our lesson after the Salem Witch Trials? We were idiots then and we’re idiots now. Some things never change.”
 
   “I’m with you, Son,” my dad says. 
 
   As he moves to the kitchen to kiss my mother hello like he always does, I wonder how it’s possible that my life is this good. Maybe I’m not connected to any of the people in my life biologically, but I love them just the same. My parents, Jaz, Xave, Beth—they are the best of the best. That thought sticks in my mind all through dinner until I lay down to sleep. When I think back on my darker days, they almost feel like just a bad dream. A distant nightmare. I smile as my eyes flutter closed and sleep takes me. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Shrieks and screams tear me from an already forgotten dream. They’re not human, the howls. Well, maybe some are, but certainly not all—not the ones closest. 
 
   As I sit up sharply, heart leaping forward to sprinting speed, another ear-rending
 
   screeeeeeech!
 
   shatters the night. Metallic. That’s the only way to describe the sound. Like we’re in Oz and the tin man is being ripped in half by impossibly strong hands, reduced to shredded hunks of scrap metal.
 
   Screeeeeeech!
 
   I flinch away from the window, as if it might burst inwards, but no…whatever’s tearing through the metal is outside. At least for now.
 
   Voices from the other room, muffled at first and then raised, shout, “Jasmine! Stay in your room!”
 
   “What’s happening?” my sister cries through her door.
 
   “Just stay inside!” Dad’s voice thunders through wood and plasterboard. “Rhett! You, too! My gun, Trudy!” 
 
   “Take it,” my mother says. There’s a double click—chook-chook!—and my father’s heavy footsteps pound past my room and rumble down the staircase. 
 
   Kicking my legs over the side of the bed, I almost trip on the sheets, which are tangled around my ankles like vines. I high step and manage to slip free. Two long strides and I’m at the window, peering into the unlit yard, searching for the source of the ruckus. 
 
   Under the glow of the half-moon, the wrought-iron fence around our front yard is shining, mangled, and ripped in several places. The white, wooden gate at the end of the brick path is missing…no, there it is! Two jagged halves lie on opposite sides of the yard, splinters scattered like straw. Whatever did that is strong beyond imagination…
 
   There are shadows on the lawn. 
 
   The dark echo of the big rosebush, tenderly cared for by my father; a wheel barrow, still half full of mulch, casts a black spot amongst the lush, green grass; the shadows are moving. Not the roses or the barrow, but others, darker and lurking, creeping toward the front door. 
 
   There’s a bright flash of light and the rosebush bursts into flame, its thorny stems painted with chaotic red and orange strokes. Glowing orbs appear in the midst of one of the moving shadows and they’re—they’re—
 
   —staring at me.
 
   Unnaturally large eyes in the dark. The shadow raises a finger, points at me through the glass…
 
   The wheelbarrow rockets through the air, spinning and sending clumps of brown mulch flying in all directions, heading right toward me…
 
   I dive and duck just as the window explodes inwards, glass shrapnel raining all around, tinkling like crystal wind chimes. There’s a whoosh! and a whoomp! and a heavy crash as the barrow bashes into my door. 
 
   A scream. Jasmine.
 
   A shout. My father.
 
   A gunshot. Then another.
 
   Covered in shimmering glass shards, I push to my feet, ignoring the spots of blood welling up from my skin and the pinpricks of pain. The wheelbarrow is on its side in the hall, having destroyed my bedroom door. I barely spot my sister’s bare foot as she climbs past and toward the staircase. 
 
   “Jasmine, no!” my mother shouts, clambering over the barrow after her. “Rhett, stay here,” she says through a mop of unkempt blond hair. 
 
   My entire family is running toward the danger and I’m frozen, glued to the floor, unable to speak, unable to act.
 
   There’s a roar of agony from somewhere downstairs, another gunshot, and then my sister’s scream, a wail of fear and terror. Something snaps inside me and I can move again, charging through the opening, leaping over the barrow, rebounding off the wall, half-stumbling down the hall. I take a sharp left and bound down the steps two at a time. 
 
   A cool breeze hits me in the face, unimpeded by the front door, which is wide open and hanging awkwardly by a single hinge. To my left the couch is overturned, splinters of ceramic from a broken vase littering the wooden floorboards around it. 
 
   Where’s my family?
 
   I glance into the yard, where the rosebush is nothing more than a glowing pile of ash. The moving, bright-eyed shadows are gone. Are they inside?
 
   “Mom?” I say, surprised when my voice comes out more than a whisper. “Dad? Jaz?”
 
   No answer. Silence. Silence. And then…
 
   A scream. Not inside—but somewhere else, down the street perhaps. Another house. Can’t worry about that now. Have to find my family.
 
   I tiptoe into the living room, stubbing my bare toe on something hard. My father’s gun skitters away, clattering across the wood as more screams fill the night. Screams of terror and pain. Neighbors, friends…what’s happening?
 
   I bend down and reach for the gun, my brown skin appearing even darker in the shadows…
 
   “Death finds you,” a voice says from behind. 
 
   My heart skips a beat as I whirl around, instinctively taking a step away toward the tipped-over couch. Fluorescent bulbs stare back at me, too bright to gaze at directly. I shield my eyes with a hand, trying to discern who or what is connected to the blinding light. “Where’s my family?” I say. A black cloak, thin at the top and flared out toward the bottom, sits below the eyes. 
 
   “You won’t need them anymore,” the eyes say. 
 
   I reverse another step, feeling the gun clatter against my heel. 
 
   I crouch down, watched by the animal eyes the entire time. Blindly grab for the gun. It’s warm and soft. For a moment, I risk tearing my gaze from the black-cloaked menace standing before me. 
 
   I’m holding a small, dark-skinned hand. 
 
   Screaming, I drop it and fall to the side, my breath coming in ragged heaves, my heart in my throat, my brain finally catching up to my senses. 
 
   “No,” I breathe. And again: “No.”
 
   Jasmine watches me with wide, white unseeing eyes. Her neck is wet and glistening with spilled life. 
 
   Tears blooming like dewdrops, I wail at the presence, at my sister’s body, at the empty room, my cries joining the screams and shouts that seem to be everywhere now, a cacophony of despair. “What have you done?” I cry. I’m dreaming—oh please let this be a nightmare. Pinch myself. And again, harder. A groan gurgles from the back of my throat, a cry of rage and hurt. 
 
   I jump to my feet and charge the shadow, forgetting my father’s gun because I don’t need it, don’t need anything but my own two fists and unbridled anger.
 
   I blink and it’s gone.
 
   Ohcrapohcrap.
 
   “You can’t fight me,” the voice says, behind me again. 
 
   I whirl around to face it, my heart stuttering in my chest, my every instinct urging me to get the hell out of the house. The shadow is hovering over my sister’s dead body.
 
   It’s a woman’s voice. I only now realize it. What is she? 
 
   “Get away from her,” I growl through my teeth. 
 
   A laugh. How could she be laughing when Jasmine is broken beneath her? Who is this psychopath? “I’m afraid I can’t do that. Your family”—she points at the couch and it flips over as if it weighs no more than a feather, revealing the still bodies of my parents—“is waiting for you in hell.”
 
   They’re not moving, not breathing: dead like Jasmine. Just like before. Not again. 
 
   I clamp my eyes shut as a flash of pain sears through my skull. 
 
   When I open my eyes, they’re still there. My newest family, the first one I’ve felt comfortable with in a long time—since after I lost my first foster family—gone to a place I can’t follow. The glowing eyes are still there, too, still staring. I run at the she-demon, and this time she doesn’t vanish, and I hit her so hard, like I’m hitting the tackling machines at football practice, but it’s like crashing headfirst into a stone wall. Her icy hands clamp around my throat and she picks me up like I’m not big for my age and over six feet and a hundred and ninety pounds. Like I’m the size of one of the dolls Jasmine will never play with again. 
 
   “Guess we’re doing this the hard way,” she says, and I can see her teeth, straight and white and in perfect little rows above and below her lips, not rotted and sharpened into fangs like I expected. She squeezes my throat and I can’t breathe and I’m surprised when I realize:
 
   I don’t care.
 
   Breathing doesn’t matter. The sharp rap of the heartbeat in my chest doesn’t matter. Nothing matters now that they’re gone.
 
   And then something hits me, and at first I think it’s the demon, but we’re both flying backwards, and her grip loosens and she releases my neck. I crack the back of my head against the fireplace before slumping to the floor, my skull aching, acutely aware of the writhing presence beside me. A flash of metal cuts through the darkness and she disappears, like before. 
 
   Three dark-skinned faces appear, each identical and framed by well-trimmed gray hair and webs of wrinkles. I shake my head and the three faces become one. 
 
   “Mr. Jackson?” I say, glancing at the long sword my neighbor’s carrying in his left hand. Hastily, he shoves it into a loop on his belt.
 
   “She’s gone, son,” he says, bending over and picking up my body as easily as the demon did, surprisingly strong.
 
   “So are they,” I say through the tears and the wave of dizziness that assaults me, and he nods with sad eyes. 
 
   “Salem’s Revenge has begun a day early,” he says gruffly, just before my vision fades and I lose consciousness.
 
    
 
   BREW by David Estes is available NOW!
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