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  Juliet Morse ran down the hall. She didn’t need to check her watch to know she would be late again. She knew these halls like the back of her hand, the unchanging landscape of her entire life. The green painted cinderblock walls blurred in her periphery as the tired fluorescent lights lining the ceiling flickered, threatening to go out for once and for all.


  This is where Juliet and everyone she’d ever known lived. The residents called it Refuge.


  She was in her first year of work after general education and still learning how to do her new job. Just last year, Juliet would have gotten off with just a warning or maybe a detention if she had been late for class. But being late for work? She would for sure get a credit cut and a notice. She had already been late to work twice and with two strikes on her record, the third would definitely lead to stiffer consequences. Three strikes and you’re out. Baseball metaphor, not that she’d ever played baseball.


  She didn’t even remember getting out of bed and turning off the shrill ringing of the alarm on her micro tab. She must have, because the alarm was off when she finally did get out of bed, forty-two minutes later. In her rush to get out the door, she didn’t even take time to shower or brush her teeth.


  Suddenly, the ringing that should have woken her earlier this morning sounded all around her. RING RING RING RING. Red strobe lights flashed down the hall, promising to keep it illuminated even if the fluorescent lights died. Avery Graves was taking notes on his micro tab while walking down the hall toward Juliet when the alarm broke his attention. His pale blue eyes glanced at the flashing red lights. He remained calm like the alarm was gently tapping him on the shoulder and not actually screaming at the top of its lungs. Juliet stood frozen in fear, her brown eyes fixed on the flashing lights.


  Next came the pre-recorded voice. “Warning. Warning. Everyone, please proceed to the closest safety destination. Warning. Warning.”


  Bomb shelters like Refuge were built to be immensely strong and withstand a variety of potential disasters, but there was always the possibility of a fire. She had lost her father in the last fire, and even though that was nine years ago, the memory suddenly felt fresh and raw.


  Avery had also stopped walking and moved his curious glance from the flashing lights to Juliet. She remained frozen in place, pale and panicked. Her straight brown hair trembled along with the rest of her body. “Juliet,” he called to her. “Juliet.” She looked over at Avery, not actually seeing him, she was so overwhelmed by the alarm.


  “Come with me. There is a safe destination near here,” he said. Juliet grabbed his arm with both of her hands and clutched tightly. He walked slowly, carefully leading her down the hall before turning right. “Come on, Juliet, just up here,” he said, reassuring her.


  This hall wasn’t marked as a safe destination. It leads nowhere, and simply stretched to the extreme edge of their existence. Everyone called the long narrow hallway on the outskirts “the pipe”, and this was the place where teenagers and young adults would hang out away from the prying eyes of the older residents. Halfway down the hall, there were no more lights, and the handrails along the sides of the passage were required to navigate to the end. Avery followed the handrail with his hand while Juliet clung closely to his side. As they continued forward, the hall got darker and darker. The red flashing and noisy alarm also seemed to fade away. Another hundred feet and the alarm was just above a whisper and there was little if any light.


  “Let’s sit down here and wait for the all clear. Can you do that with me, Juliet?” Avery asked. She gave a little nod and even though she knew he couldn’t see her face in the low light. He slowly lowered himself to the floor, sitting with his back against the wall. Juliet followed, still holding tightly to his arm. She laid her head against his chest and let the stream of tears building up behind her eyes run down her face. All he could do was stroke her brown hair with his hand, and make a soft shushing sound like the ones made for a baby.


  In the darkness, Juliet’s imagination could fill her vision, playing her memory of the last fatal fire. Young Juliet thought the alarm was so fun because she got to leave her classroom in the middle of the day. But after they got the all clear, and the children had filed back into their classroom to resume their studies, they were interrupted. An officer from command had knocked on her classroom door. He wore a somber expression over his pressed white shirt which was neatly tucked into his pressed khaki slacks. Only the people working in command wore ties, and his tie was held down neatly with a tack. The serious tone of his close matched the stony expression on his face. He informed her class that this had not been a practice drill. There had been a real fire in the cafeteria kitchen. Juliet’s stomach clenched. Her head started to feel dizzy. Her father worked in the kitchen.


  “I need to speak to Juliet Morse,” the officer said.


  “No, no, no, no,” Juliet thought. The officer led her outside of the classroom into the green painted hall to talk to her one on one. He crouched down to Juliet’s eye level. She could read his badge, Perry, and smell the coffee on his breath. He told her that John Morse, her father had tried to put out the fire. It was started accidentally by one of the newer cooks, and John got too close to the flame. He sustained burns over most of his body and was being treated in the medical wing. He wouldn’t make it. Officer Perry had come to take Juliet to the medical wing, so she could say goodbye to her father.


  She didn’t want to see her father. Her mother sat in a chair next to the gurney crying, “Don’t leave me John. Don’t leave me.” Seeing her mom like that was hard enough. Her mother had her hands clasped in prayer, head down, and tears free falling onto the side of the pillow that supported her father’s head. She didn’t see her father on that gurney, but rather a blackened man, a shadow. It wasn’t her father on that gurney, just a shadow. There was nothing for Juliet to do here. Her father was already gone.


  “I’m sorry,” the nurse said to the grieving widow and the little girl who still hadn’t walked past the door into the room.


  “It’s not my father,” Juliet said to herself, sitting on the cold floor of the pipe. “It’s just his shadow. It’s just a shadow.” And what Juliet could see right now, here in the long passage of almost complete darkness, was that shadow.


  “All clear.” It wasn’t the pre-recorded voice Juliet had expected, but Avery talking to Juliet, “Come on, let’s get up.” She hadn’t noticed the alarm stopping or the all-clear signal that followed. She pulled herself up, wiping her face quickly with her hands, hoping to hide the evidence that she might have broken down crying during a simple fire drill. She was suddenly thankful for the almost total darkness and that Avery couldn’t see her face.


  “You okay?” he asked.


  “Yeah. Yeah, I’m fine. I’ve got it from here.” She already found the handrail with her hand and took a few tentative steps towards the main hall that would lead her to her work at the conservatory.


  “Okay. Well, back to work for me.” They walked together to the main hall, and Avery turned left to continue towards the command center. He stopped a second and looked back, glancing at Juliet. “You sure you’ll be okay? I can walk with you if you’d like.”


  “No,” she insisted, “the conservatory is just right up here. I can get there myself.”


  “All right.” He turned and continued walking, his attention already back to reading his micro tab where he left off before the alarm. Juliet watched him walk away, his neatly combed black hair disappearing from sight.


  Juliet turned to the next passage. She wasn’t going to the conservatory anymore. She’d go to the medical wing, just to the nurses’ station. They would give her a note to miss work. Going back to bed seemed like a good idea after the morning she had.


  [image: ***]


  The note got Juliet off of work for the morning. She even stayed in her dorm missing lunch, and the cloud of anxiety had lifted making her feel like herself again. She stowed her micro tab in her desk before leaving her dorm to head over to the conservatory for the second half of her shift. The dorms, which accommodated all the unmarried adults, were pretty empty during the day while most residents were at work.


  She walked down the hall out of the residential wing and passed through the double doorway leading to the main hallway, following it until she reached the conservatory door to the right. She loved the conservatory because it had light, lots of it. The special lamps lining the ceiling of the large room emitted light that was supposed to mimic the full spectrum from the sun. This was the closest to being outdoors Juliet expected to get in her life. She knew there wasn’t much sunlight outside since the surface was probably covered in black clouds and debris that the sun simply couldn’t get through. Before the war, there was sunlight, and these lamps mimicked it. The only way to get regular access to the conservatory was to work here. When she toured it while still deciding which vocation to pursue, she fell in love with the idea of sunlight, and that motivated her decision to work here.


  “I was wondering if you would actually make it to work today, missy,” Wanda said with a quick glance up at Juliet from where she was sitting at one of the worktables.


  “I wasn’t feeling well,” Juliet responded. She didn’t feel like sharing about her emotional morning and being unprepared for the alarm. Saying she was sick didn’t feel like a total stretch of the truth. Juliet swept a brown lock of straight hair behind her ear before sitting at the bench next to Wanda, a short slim woman with strawberry blond hair styled in a bob. Sitting next to Wanda made Juliet feel like a giant even though Juliet was average height with a slender build.


  She squinted with concentration as she watched Wanda make wells into the synthetic dirt with her gloved fingers then transfer seeds from a cup of water into the well. Juliet grabbed one of the trays of synthetic dirt from the middle of the table and placed it in front of her, ready to get seeds planted for the currently barren green plot.


  “Oh, no, missy,” Wanda said. “I was going to show you my planting technique this morning, but now I’ve done more than half of the job.” She took the tray away from Juliet. “You’re on pruning duty. Make sure there are no dead leaves in the yellow plot and then maybe if you still have time before your shift is over, you can help with the last few seeds.”


  “Ugh,” Juliet groaned. Some of the plant care was already automated and regulated by the computer system including watering, fertilizer, and hours of sun lamps. There were a few others who worked the conservatory and took care of harvesting, planting, plowing, managing the synthetic soil supplies and refreshing the compost. One of them was Jim. He was a year older than Juliet and was tall and muscular from the heavy work he did. His brown hair had never met a comb and existed in a perpetual mess.


  A few tasks were left out of the scope of heavy duty work, and they were assigned to Juliet. She walked over to the supply shed and pulled a pair of pruning scissors off the wall, then went to the yellow plot, kneeling in front of the first plant.


  “Hey, Jules,” Jim called to Juliet. “You should come over here and help me out. I’ll let you pick my tomato,” he said with a smirk. He was with the other workers at the red plot picking ripe tomatoes.


  Juliet scoffed at the obvious flirtation and said, “You wish, Jim. I’ll be busy for a while with the pruning.” She tried to give him a disgusted look but made more of a squinty face from the bright light.


  The conservatory was a pretty small operation considering the size of Refuge. Although it didn’t provide all the food for the whole population of just over three hundred, it did offer a little variety to what would otherwise be a boring diet. There was an enormous storage area where among other things all the grains and flour and plenty of canned foods were housed. Juliet heard rumors that they had enough food in Refuge for the next 150 years without the fresh fruits and vegetables that the conservatory provided. She thought it was a little odd that in preparation for wartime, a conservatory and chicken coup were deemed important enough to construct in a bomb shelter. But she was glad they were. Everyone at Refuge enjoyed the fresh food. Fresh tomatoes, fresh eggs, and fresh chicken.


  “Mmm, juicy tomatoes today,” Jim said to himself, loudly enough for Juliet to overhear. “Just makes me wanna take a big bite.” He looked over at Juliet while holding the fat red fruit up to his face and she looked back at his intense brown eyes. He maintained eye contact with her as he took a big bite out of the tomato flesh, drops of juices spraying and dribbling down his chin. He closed his eyes for a moment as he chewed and let out a satisfied moan, then opened his eyes back up still focused on Juliet. Although she didn’t quite understand the innuendo, Juliet sensed the sexual context. She didn’t have romantic feeling for him but could feel her face flush as Jim graphically enjoyed his snack.


  “Back to work, missy,” Wanda said, breaking the spell. Juliet realized she had put down her pruning scissors. She was still kneeling next to the first plant gazing at Jim. She grabbed her scissors and started pruning. When she glanced back at Jim, he was already back to picking tomatoes at lightning speed, putting them into the large bag hanging at his hip, still eating the first tomato with his free hand. The moment between them had passed, whatever it was.


  [image: ***]


  Lauren sat at her desk. She didn’t feel like working. Deciding to pursue higher education was a lot harder than she originally thought it would be. So much of her time was spent studying. It didn’t help that during the semester, she saw and interacted with only 150 people.


  She had romanticized the notion of living in a subterranean shelter, or SS for short. She had never been in one but had read all about it from the messages Juliet sent her. When Boston University opened an extension in an old cold war era bomb shelter, Lauren jumped at the opportunity to enroll there. Even though it seemed like a fabulous idea, in the beginning, eating, sleeping, studying, and attending class with the same people every day for weeks on end was making Lauren feel claustrophobic. She decided that she would write a new message to Juliet before jumping into her studies.


  Everyone in her third-grade class was assigned a pen pal as a creative writing assignment. Pretend that you live in a shelter and write a paragraph about life underground! After the assignment, Lauren loved reading her new pen pal Juliet’s responses so much that she kept writing back. She wrote a long message about her family’s apartment in Boston, going to the beach for their summer vacation, and how much she enjoyed her school. She received this reply:


  “Incoming communications to SS14 are reviewed for content. Your communication has been modified to remove the following offensive content: Mention of people living outside of subterranean shelters. Mention of moving out of a subterranean shelter. Descriptions of conditions outside of SS14. Mention of item(s) not found in subterranean shelters. Your communication has been modified to read:


  


  Dear Juliet,


  Hey girl! I had fun reading your message… Write back soon!


  Yours, Lauren.


  Young Lauren had been crushed by the fact that the message she sent was censored. It seemed little information transferred between SS14 and the outside world. She learned more about the shelter through Juliet’s messages than the day dedicated to it in her high school American history class. As they had continued writing messages to each other, Lauren suspected Juliet knew little to nothing about the outside world.


  Stretching her fingers then placing them on her laptop, Lauren opened her email client and started typing a message:


  Hey Juliet,


  I think continuing school was a mistake for me. Maybe you were the smarter one to jump straight into work. How has your first week in the conservatory been? Is your Jim as dreamy as I am imagining him? Because I had a nice dream featuring him the other night. It included him with no shirt, a nice six pack, and a super juicy tomato. Too much?


  Still, I can’t believe you didn’t stick with school just to get a cushy job in your command center. You come across as so intellectual and witty in your messages, so you would certainly have less trouble than humble little me getting through the education part. I know you were scared by that officer when your dad died, but that doesn’t make becoming an officer a bad choice for you. Plus, you’ve got that weird tie fetish thing, so you would enjoy it.


  You know the guy I mentioned from school, Grant? I told him we could totally hang out some time and he has been practically stalking me ever since. He acts like we are in a committed relationship that will lead to marriage, even though we haven’t even been on a date! I can’t believe I felt sorry for the guy. This is what I get for trying to do something nice.


  OK, I’ve been procrastinating too much. Time for me to study. Later my girl.


  Yours, Lauren
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  “Whatcha reading?” Derrick asked as he peered through his thick black framed glasses over Juliet’s shoulder. Juliet shut down her micro tab quickly so he wouldn’t be able to read what was on the screen.


  “Nothing,” Juliet replied, “Just a message from my pen pal.”


  “You still message your pen pal?” Derrick asked raising an eyebrow. “I stopped messaging mine as soon as the assignment was over in second grade.” He moved to the other side of the table where Juliet sat and took the seat across from her. He was tall and slender with light brown hair. Juliet guessed that he only shaved once a week since his face fluctuated between clean and scruffy. Jim came next with his dinner tray and sat next to Derrick. Cass was already seated next to Juliet.


  “Third grade,” Juliet said, correcting Derrick. “She’s the one who keeps writing me. I tried to let it go, but every time I check my micro tab, she’s sent another message.” Really, their writing relationship was pretty balanced, but Juliet’s friends already thought she was a bit strange. With such a small group of people her age living in Refuge, she didn’t want to stand out.


  “How is Lauren?” Cass asked. Juliet’s best friend was a true beauty with wavy blond hair and blue eyes. In addition to her striking face, Cass wore the uniform for her occupation in personal care. The personal care uniforms were a lot more attractive consisting of a fitted white blouse and skirt which showed off a lot more skin than the long sleeve shirt and overalls dictated by the conservatory which Jim and Juliet wore. Cass’s nice figure was evident under her uniform, and although Jim’s musculature was visible through his shirt, Juliet’s figure was swallowed by her uniform. Maybe Jim was so infatuated with Juliet because someone had told him about her ample breasts because they sure weren’t visible when she wore her uniform.


  “She’s good. Obsessed with boys as always,” Juliet said. She kept the details of Lauren’s dream about Jim to herself. “She decided to do continued education. I think that’s the first time she’s mentioned school since Mrs. Barkley graded our messages.” Their third-grade teacher had given them an outline of what to include in the messages: one sentence about themselves, one about school, and one about their favorite food. Juliet assumed that Lauren’s class had the same requirements when writing their messages.


  “Lauren did continued education,” Cass said, “even though she only writes to you about boys? You’re the one who should have done continued education. I can’t believe Derrick is the only one of us who decided to do it.”


  “I like the Conservatory,” Juliet said. Her real reasons for choosing work were a little more complex. She didn’t want to discuss her aversion from continued education, which would lead to a job in command, with her friends. Shaking her head, she pushed the image of the officer with his tie neatly held down with a tac out of her thoughts.


  “Really, Jules just wanted to spend her days with me,” Jim said. “Isn’t that right? You only like the conservatory because I’m there.”


  They all chuckled at Juliet until she said, “Stop it.” The four friends sat quietly for a while eating their dinner of some sort of grain and protein slop paired with a fresh orange, water, and a small container of pills which were mostly vitamins.


  Derrick finally broke the silence. “Is no one going to ask about the alarm this morning?”


  “I thought it was just a drill,” Cass said, flipping her hair over her shoulder to keep it from dragging in her food as she ate.


  “I’m pretty sure the alarm is only for fire, so if it wasn’t a drill or malfunction, I’d bet on fire,” Jim said.


  “It’s not only for fire,” Derrick corrected, lifting his black glasses up his face by pushing the corner with his fingertips, “but, it was a fire.”


  Juliet jerked her head up, looking straight into Derrick’s eyes. “For real? There was an actual fire?” The color drained from her face, and she felt sick to her stomach.


  “Yes, an actual fire. I saw it,” Derrick said proudly. “It started as an electrical fire in command. I helped put it out.”


  “Is that under your continued education list of duties, fighting fire?” Cass asked, flipping her hair away from her face.


  Derrick shook his head. “No, that usually falls to mechanical maintenance, but those of us in the study room were closer.” He looked at Juliet and took in her pallor and slumped posture. He reached his hand under the table to give her knee a squeeze before she quickly pulled away. “Hey Juliet,” he said in a softer tone. “No one died or got hurt or anything.” Juliet stared at her tray of uneaten food as no one said anything.


  “I’m really looking forward to Harvest Homecoming,” Cass said trying to cut the tension.


  “Yes, me too,” Jim said.


  “This is the first time we get to do casino night instead of the school dance,” Cass said indicating Juliet and herself.


  Jim spoke even though his mouth was full of food. “I went to casino night last year, and it was pretty freaking amazing. I won around 1,000 credits in a few hands of blackjack.”


  “Didn’t you lose a lot of credits at casino night?” Derrick asked. He was in his third year at continued education, making him the oldest of the group at twenty-two.


  Jim jabbed Derrick with his elbow, “Man, I got distracted. Rita was looking hot that night.” Both men chuckled knowingly while Cass and Juliet sighed at each other. Juliet rolled her eyes which elicited a giggle from Cass. Jim had already dated most of the women around their age but now had his sights on Juliet. She did find him attractive, and he was nice enough even if he could be pretty crass.


  A bell chimed over the PA system in the cafeteria, letting everyone know dinner was ending soon. The residents would need to head out so that the maintenance staff could clean and lock down the room until it opened for breakfast the next morning. The cafeteria wasn’t big enough for all of Refuge’s residents to eat at once. Lunch was served in shifts— first was school children, their teachers, and the few older adults who were no longer able to work, second which included Juliet and her friends consisted of all the working adults and continued education students, and finally the third shift was for the late rising teenagers. Dinner and breakfast were only served once. Families ate in their bunks, so just the unmarried adults ate in the cafeteria for dinner. They would get a few hours of free time before they had to check back into their dorms, and then lights out.


  “Blackjack practice?” Derrick asked Jim.


  “You bet. Let me go back to my dorm and grab the cards, and I’ll meet you at the pipe.”


  “Let’s go to the center,” Juliet said to Cass. She preferred spending time in the area of Refuge that was actually purposed for getting together and spending free time.


  “Yeah, right behind you, Juliet,” Cass replied. They deposited their treys at the kitchen window then the four of them left the cafeteria and went their separate ways.


  [image: ***]


  Juliet learned about the annual growth cycle for trees when she was younger, and although she saw plants every day in the conservatory, she had never seen an entire forest of trees change color in perfect unison, making a patchwork of warm reds, oranges, yellows, and browns. The Harvest Homecoming, a celebration of the changing seasons which were otherwise unapparent in Refuge, was just a week away. Life in Refuge could get pretty mundane, so four large celebrations happened each year to help lift the spirits of all the residents. Harvest Homecoming was a three-day event which combined a few traditional holidays from life before the war that the older residents had celebrated before coming underground. For all three days, the center would be decorated in all the warm colors which represented autumn.


  The first day of celebrations consisted of spending the entire day cooking and eating with family. Juliet didn’t have any family left. She was an only child and her mother had gotten ill and passed a year after she lost her father. She spent the rest of her childhood in the care of the Kaufman family, making her friend Cass more like a sister. Cass’s mother Linda treated Juliet as her own, and although Juliet loved her surrogate family, it just wasn’t the same.


  The second day of Harvest Homecoming was for the children. They would dress up in the uniform of whatever vocation they wanted to do, many children changing their mind every year, then would tour all the areas of Refuge that were normally off-limits for children, getting candies from the people working there. Juliet loved this part of Harvest Homecoming as a child, because it was her chance to see command where engineering was located, and she aspired to become an engineer. But after the fire, Juliet would avoid command, afraid of the officer with the tie held down by a tack.


  Homecoming, as Juliet heard from Cass’s father Scott, meant going back to your roots and celebrating the football team from your old high school. He argued that this celebration made more sense when people moved away from their hometown as adults instead of living statically in one place their whole lives. Refuge’s interpretation of Homecoming was just a dance. The teenagers would have a semi-formal dance in the cafeteria, and the center would be transformed into a casino where people could play cards and dice games, win credit, dance, and be merry.


  For Cass and Juliet, this would be the first year they were able to go to casino night, and they were both pretty excited about trying their hands at the casino games. Cass was particularly excited about what kind of party dresses they would wear. Although it wasn’t totally necessary to bring a date for casino night, a lot of the residents would pair up for the evening, and most of them had secured their dates already.


  “Should I go with Jim for Casino night?” Juliet asked Cass. They were crashing in their dorm together on Juliet’s bed, enjoying a lazy Saturday morning. Cass’s bed was still an unmade heap of blankets and far more pillows than one person could use, yet Cass always insisted she needed every single one of them. The two girls shared a dorm consisting of the two beds, two dressers, two desks, and a small closet. The dorms provided just the essentials with the expectation that residents were only in their dorms to sleep.


  “Oh my goodness, Juliet. Can we talk about anything else? You keep talking and talking about Jim. Just make a decision! Tell him, yes, you would love to be his arm candy for the evening.”


  “I don’t know,” Juliet trailed off. She had brought up the topic over and over, and even though she knew Cass was thoroughly sick of it, Juliet couldn’t help herself. “I mean, he’s nice and all. I don’t know if he actually has feelings for me, or if I’m just a convenient date since we work together.” She hugged her pillow tightly to her chest.


  “Give it a rest,” Cass sighed. “I know for a fact that Jim is totally infatuated with you. He told me that he was going to ask you to be his date, and when he talked to me yesterday, he said that he had asked you to be his date and even asked me to put in a good word so that you will be his date. Just say yes to him already. Jim is, for sure, obsessed with you.”


  “I don’t want to say yes, and then have him dump me a week later.”


  “He won’t. But if it does come to that, it’s his loss anyway. You’re a catch.”


  “You’re the catch, Cass,” Juliet said, making a scowl, “he should have asked you.” She was used to all the men their age fawning over her friend and even thought Cass was the prettier of the two. Sometimes Juliet found herself jealous of Cass’s beauty and how her looks attracted all the men’s attention.


  “You’re a catch too,” Cass said, emphasizing her point by poking Juliet hard in the shoulder with her finger. “Jim is totally into you and only you. And besides, if he wanted to ask me to be his date, I’d say no because I’ve already decided to go with Derrick as friends. Just take Jim, and the four of us can arrive together.”


  “Fine, okay. I’ll go with Jim,” Juliet said, tossing her pillow aside. She hoped this was the right decision, even though saying it aloud didn’t make her feel like it was truly settled.


  “Well?” Cass said.


  “Well, what?” asked Juliet.


  Cass gave out an exasperated sigh. “Grab your micro tab and send Jim a message right now letting him know you’ll go with him to casino night. Then we can finally stop talking about him.”


  “Can’t I just wait until I see him at work on Monday and tell him there?”


  “No,” Cass insisted. “I don’t want you to change your mind over the weekend or chicken out and not say anything when you do see him. Here, I’ll write the message for you, and all you have to do is press send.” Cass hopped off the bed and grabbed Juliet’s micro tab from her desk. She poked a few times at the screen impatient for the device to turn on, then furiously typed a message before throwing the micro tab onto the bed. It landed right next to Juliet.


  Juliet read the message her friend wrote:


  Dear Jim,


  I am so glad you asked me to go with you for casino night, and of course, I would love to be your date. I can’t imagine spending such a magical evening with anyone but you.


  XOXOXO Juliet


  Juliet looked up at Cass with a look of shock and horror. “I can’t send this message to Jim!”


  Cass stepped back to the bed and yanked Juliet’s micro tab out of her hands. “Yes you can,” she said, as she poked a finger as the screen before dropping it back on the bed. “There, it’s done. Now come on, my mom is probably already waiting for us at the boutiques. Let’s head on over there.”


  With a moan, Juliet heaved herself off her bed. “Okay,” she resigned, moving her micro tab back to where it belonged on her desk. “Let’s go.”


  [image: ***]


  Linda Kaufman was already waiting for Cass and Juliet outside of the clothing shop, one of the eight stores that made up the boutique. The sole purpose of the boutique, which was modeled after a shopping mall, was to spend credits. Cass’s work in personal care placed her in the salon of the boutique during the day.


  The clothing shop was buzzing with excitement as women selected dresses for the upcoming celebration. Juliet easily spotted Linda in the crowd. She was a tall elegant woman with short blond hair and striking green eyes. Cass was filling out to be a beauty just like her mother but hadn’t yet adapted the graceful way Linda carried herself.


  “Hi mom!” Cass shouted.


  “Hi Linda,” Juliet said, giving her a brief hug. “How was work?”


  “Oh, you know, the usual,” Linda replied. “The sweetest little kid came in this morning with a broken arm.” Linda worked as a nurse in the medical wing. “Let’s get to shopping, shall we? Now, I don’t know if Cass told you, Juliet, but she already has a dress for the Homecoming night. Our only goal for shopping today is to get a suitable dress for you.”


  “Yes, I know,” Juliet said. “Cass showed it to me.” She couldn’t believe that the tiny clingy black dress Cass had in their closet had ever been worn by Linda, but it certainly looked great on Cass. The plunging neckline showed off her décolletage, and the ribbon-thin straps showcased her toned arms and shoulders. The skirt came down to mid-thigh, so Cass sent the dress to her friend Rita to hem it just a little shorter so she could also show off as much leg as possible. It exposed too much skin for Juliet’s tastes.


  “Now, Juliet,” Linda said walking through the store, brushing her hand against some of the dresses as they walked past. “I really think green is your color.” She plucked up a dress in a vibrant emerald green and held it in front of her body. Instantly her eyes sparkled like emeralds, reflecting the color off of the dress.


  “No,” Juliet mused, “That color would look great on you. I was thinking something black.”


  “Okay,” Linda conceded, and they walked around the store debating dresses until Linda sent the two young women to the dressing room for Juliet to try some clothes on.


  Like most young women, Juliet didn’t enjoy looking at her figure in dress after dress. She preferred not to show much skin and having a larger chest, every dress she tried on showed much more cleavage than she was comfortable with.


  Finally, after countless dresses, Cass was fed up. “Juliet, you have to wear something! Here, try this on.” She grabbed a dress from the growing pile of dresses that Linda kept coming back and adding to. She thrust forward a bright red dress.


  “I can’t wear that!” Juliet exclaimed.


  “Why not?”


  “It’s… it’s…” Juliet stumbled on her words. It looked like the tiny little dress Cass had in their closest, only in a shocking color.


  “What?” Cass pressed. “It’s red? Like a tomato? I happen to know on good authority that Jim likes tomatoes. Just try it on.”


  Juliet could feel her cheeks grow hot and was sure her face became as red as the dress. She snatched it from her friend and stepped back in the dressing room. When she came back out, Linda had just returned to add even more dresses to the huge pile.


  “Oh, wow, Juliet,” Linda exclaimed. “Oh honey, that dress is perfect.”


  Juliet didn’t want to admit it, but this might really be the perfect dress. She turned to the side to let Cass and Linda see her from every angle. It did have the same thin ribbon straps on the shoulders as Cass’s dress, but Juliet didn’t have bad arms, and the neckline was much nicer than she expected. The whisper-thin fabric draped nicely on top, covering her cleavage. It fluttered down to mid-thigh, showing off her figure underneath without being skin tight. She would have never picked it on her own but liked how she looked wearing it. “I do like it,” she finally said.


  “Well, then it’s settled,” Cass said. “This is the dress you’ll wear for casino night.”


  “This is the dress,” Juliet repeated.


  “All right girls,” Linda said. “Let’s go purchase this and then go next door for some ice-cream, my treat.”


  “Sounds good,” Cass said.


  Juliet went back into the dressing room to change, pulling her gray scrubs back on. Most of the people in Refuge wore scrubs as their casual wear since they were provided without charge. Even though they did nothing for her figure, or any figure really, she felt she looked nicer in the everyday wear than she looked in her work overalls. She had never worn anything like this red dress before and hoped by next week she could muster the courage to actually wear it out.


  She waited in the long line at the front of the clothing boutique to make her purchase. After a while, she started to wonder what the holdup was and tried to peek around the line to see what was going on at the register. Cass and Linda got impatient, and went ahead to the cafe next door, promising to get Juliet a cone of caramel ice-cream while she continued waiting in line.


  Finally, Juliet reached the register. “Bold color choice,” Rita, who was working the register, said. “Is it for casino night?”


  “Yes,” Juliet answered, fetching her card of credit account information from her bag. Refuge didn’t use physical cash and stores just debited credit from customers’ accounts.


  “I could embellish it with some beads and sequins for you for an extra fee. Casino night dictates a little bling,” Rita said, gently stroking the fabric of the dress.


  “That’s alright,” Juliet said, handing over her card. “I think it’s already bold enough.”


  “Okay, if you think so,” Rita said, tossing the dress in a bag. Instead of scanning Juliet’s card, she started writing down all of Juliet’s information on a pad of paper.


  “Why don’t you just swipe it?” Juliet asked.


  “Some of the computer networks are down,” Rita responded.


  “Why? What happened?”


  “There was a fire in command on Thursday,” Rita said as she handed Juliet’s card back. “I guess it fried some of the computer systems.” She looked to the side before leaning forward and started whispering, “My friend Vincent said that we don’t have the parts to fix it. They’re going to have to take apart some other computer system to rebuild the credit transaction computer.” She stood up straight again before adding in a normal voice, “We’ll need to do all transactions by hand for a while.”


  “Wow,” Juliet said. “Thanks for letting me know.” She took the bag containing her new dress from Rita’s outstretched hand and left the boutique. She saw Linda and Cass sitting at a table outside of the cafe and sat down with them, ready to enjoy her caramel ice-cream.
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  Yet again, Lauren found herself procrastinating. She had books and notes for her classes open and strewn all over her desk and the floor. From Juliet’s description, the dorm Lauren lived in while attending SS5U, which the students pronounced as “sue” letting the “S” linger so that they sprayed spittle everywhere when saying it, was similar to the one Juliet lived in at SS14. Except that, Lauren had far more conveniences in her dorm and she could also leave at any time and go out to actual shopping malls in the fresh air.


  Even though she was sitting at her desk amongst her educational clutter, Lauren watched the TV mounted at the corner of the room. She had turned it to the most boring broadcast she could find to provide background noise for her studying, but Lauren was having a hard time concentrating on Physics and kept finding herself getting sucked back into the mundane news story.


  An attractive woman wearing a bright red suit jacket talked in front of the current capital building in Nashville. Lauren wondered if the on-scene reporter’s jacket was the same color as the dress Juliet described in her last message. From what Juliet said, her new dress was the brightest color imaginable. Lauren figured they didn’t have saturated colors at SS14 and Juliet was just exaggerating. Every surface in SS5U was painted a muted green or gray color, and she assumed that SS14 had a similar color pallet. Plus, the tomatoes grown under artificial light couldn’t possibly be as healthy and vibrant as the ones that grew with the benefit of the sun. She had read about a charity that collected items to send to the residents of SS14. The colorfully red dress was probably one of those donated items.


  “I’m here at Capitol Hill,” the reporter whispered. Lauren turned the volume up so she could hear the current news segment. “…where Senator Stanley Kane is giving an address on the new bill he is endorsing. We will be having live coverage of the address here on CNN.”


  The TV screen cut to the podium in the capital building press room. A confident handsome older man with lots of gray hair walked purposely up to the podium and began speaking. “Ladies and gentlemen, citizens of the United States of America, I would like to speak to you today about our great nation. We have made considerable strides in the past, and I want us to make even greater strides for our future. For our children’s future. Let us begin our future today!”


  Lauren wasn’t a particularly politically charged individual, and she always found politicians’ speeches too vague for her to discern any actual meaning. Senator Kane was always good at getting a crowd riled up and excited, but she wasn’t entirely sure what kind of policy he supported or any real difference he was making in the big picture. Still, she found it amusing watching Senator Kane talking on TV like he was the president of the United States. Maybe if he made himself sound important, people would believe he was important and therefore continue voting for him term after term.


  “What I want for our capital, what everyone in the United States wants for Washington D.C., is for us to return this city to greatness. We, as a nation, defeated our enemies from overseas over 20 years ago. It is time for us to rebuild it.”


  “We already did rebuild,” Lauren told the television. It was just 600 plus miles away from the former capital. Otherwise, there wouldn’t be a nice building for Senator Stanley Kane to give his speeches from. She also wouldn’t go as far as saying we ‘defeated’ the enemy so much as the enemy kind of gave up.


  “Let us take our scarred and scorched landscape which has been healing ever since the terrible attack, and make her new. Let us make her beautiful. Let us show the world that the United States of America heals her wounds! We were crippled, but we stand up again and we march forward!” Senator Kane was practically yelling now, which he needed to do to be heard over the roaring cheers from the crowd.


  Lauren turned off the TV. She wondered if Senator Kane could actually get the rest of the Senate on board to rebuild the old capital. She wondered if she failed this test tomorrow, could she still pass physics 101. She turned the page in her textbook and uncapped a highlighter.
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  It was the middle of the night, and Juliet lay awake in bed. She didn’t wake with a start but just found herself lying there, staring at the ceiling of her dorm.


  Did she hear something?


  She held her breath for a moment to limit any sound she was making herself as she tried to focus on the noises happening around her: Cass’s shallow breathing as she slept, the hum of electricity in the hall keeping the temperamental fluorescent lights illuminated, the slapping of rubber soles on concrete as someone walked slowly down the hall. It was probably just a worker on the maintenance team returning from the late shift.


  That! There it was again, that sound.


  The sound swelled louder. It sounded like a person moaning, but it was too deep to be made from a person. Maybe Juliet was just imagining it.


  Then she heard another sound, like a slow vibrating. This was even lower than the moaning sound. Click click click click click. The moan came again, closer this time. OOOOOooooOOOoooohh. Bwub Bwub. It didn’t sound like a painful moan, but almost melodic.


  Juliet stared harder at the ceiling, willing the strange sounds away, afraid that maybe she was going crazy. She was hearing things or imagining them. What else could that moaning be? But then she heard a second voice make a similar moan. This one was much higher pitched, higher than a human voice could reach. The high squeal seemed to be answered by the low voice. Bwub bwub. Ooohhh.


  She was definitely not imagining it. This was unmistakable. There were voices down the hall. She assumed they were coming from the hallway. Juliet rolled onto her side, facing the wall. Which direction was the singing moan coming from? She could hear it clearly now like it was right overhead. Click click click click click click. The two voices high and low vibrated and warbled together.


  They were coming from directly above her. Juliet rolled quickly onto her back with a start. It was right above her, just beyond the ceiling. Bwub Bwub Bwub. What could possibly be above her that would make these strange noises? Refuge was a subterranean shelter. There weren’t multiple levels, so the ceiling of her dorm was the top of Refuge. Above the ceiling was just dirt and maybe a layer of rock. Above that was the barren landscape left after the bombing. Was there something on the surface or some activity up there that made singing moaning voices?


  Juliet recalled what she learned in history class in general education. Aggression from North Korea culminated in them bombing the United States capital. The US, however, had been prepared for warfare and constructed several subterranean shelters, Refuge being number 14, ready for evacuation from the surface. That had been 24 years ago. She heard from the other students in her class that the surface was a barren wasteland, the result of the nuclear fallout. Their teacher neither confirmed nor denied this rumor, but did tell them that Refuge didn’t receive any news from the outside other than the pen pal messages from another shelter, and it certainly wasn’t safe to leave.


  Juliet heard the moaning again. OOOoooooOOOOH. It seemed softer now. The voices were getting quieter. They must be getting further away. Juliet kept listening, straining her ears to hear the moaning song as it got quieter and quieter, receding further and further away. She didn’t really hear them go fully away, because the next thing she knew, she was waking from a deep sleep to the ringing of the alarm from her micro tab.
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  For the unlucky continued education students who worked the late shift, the melodic moaning was just the usual background noise of the night. Derrick walked down the main hall when the moaning started this night. The only other sound was the thudding of his steps on the worn concrete floor. Near the end of the main hall, he made a right turn into the poorly lit hallway called the pipe and walked along up the gentle slope with just the handrail as his guide. He was just starting the late shift at 2am, and if there weren’t any extra boxes in the shipment, he would get back to his dorm with a few hours left to sleep before breakfast. With the extra shifts a couple of nights a month and studying all night a few days a week, Derrick really needed extra sleep.


  Only the young men training in continued education in order to join the engineering department were expected to cover the night shift. It was sensitive information that there was a night shift. Originally, the engineering department had been known as ‘information security,’ but Captain Gerald Clark was concerned that residents of Refuge would suspect there were secrets kept from public knowledge. Although the engineers mostly dealt with the computer systems that kept Refuge running smoothly, they also kept Refuge’s secrets.


  During the night, while the residents were asleep in the bunks and dorms and the hall lights dimmed, some poor soul brought in the supplies from the regular shipments. The true secret that required the covert hours was that Refuge even received anything from the outside world, let alone large shipments of supplies. The details of how the shipment made it just outside the only exterior door were unknown even to Derrick.


  Derrick’s specialty was resource management, and he was still learning how much of each supply was required to keep Refuge functioning and how to request resources when they were running low. As far as all the residents knew, Refuge was self-sufficient and excellent at recycling resources. The reality was that there was a lot going on underneath the surface to keep the metaphorical gears running smoothly. The computer systems that were damaged in the fire a few days ago needed unexpected repair, and the parts to fix them had to be requested since they couldn’t be found or made in the shelter.


  Rarely, there were shipments which had not been requested by the resource management engineers. When these extra boxes arrived, the contents within were a complete surprise. Frequently, these extras included coffee. Derrick had calculated that they had enough coffee in the storage area to keep the entire population of Refuge buzzing for the next 15 years. Sometimes there were items they couldn’t use. Command would immediately dispose of potentially harmful wares like cigarettes.


  The most recent unsolicited shipment had been clothing, and not the usual scrubs and uniforms that the residents always wore, but fancy stylish clothing. Derrick gave them to Rita to put in the clothing boutique, claiming he had found them in storage while doing an inventory of supplies. Rita took credit for the new arrivals and told shoppers that she personally tailored all the new items.


  Derrick approached the end of the pipe. Even though he was on official work duty, he wore scrubs. There was no reason to get his uniform all sweaty, and no one would see him tonight. Since residents were required to return to their bunks and dorms after lights out, there weren’t any night owls left who would sneak here and get into trouble. Young people came to the pipe because it was dark, at the edge of Refuge, and they could sneak in a make out session before checking into the family bunks at lights out.


  It was hard to see anything at the end of the pipe, but Derrick knew the door was there as he reached out and felt for it, grasping the handle to open it and slip through. The next room had an automatic light which flickered on a second after the door was secured shut. The room was really just a ten-foot extension of the pipe and served as a vestibule to the pressure lock. The entrance to the pressure lock was on the wall opposite the door Derrick just came through. It consisted of a large heavy circular door secured within a massive frame. On the left of this odd door was the emergency shut off— a disk the size of a steering wheel with a knob on it. To the right was a glowing pad, where Derrick quickly punched in a code, then held up his thumb to the screen. It made a shrill “blip” as it scanned his thumbprint, then a triple beep “blip blip blip” before opening the door. A loud hiss erupted from the entire circumference of the pressure lock entrance as it slowly rolled to the side into the wall.


  Derrick pushed the flat dolly, the only item in the vestibule, towards the circular door before stepping through to the pressure lock. This area was not an original feature for Refuge. It was similar to a cave. Water dripped from the rocky surface that made up the ceiling, ran down the slightly slanted rock floor, and disappeared into a drain. The two large boxes which stood up to Derrick’s shoulders were heavy duty, built to withstand crushing force. He was expecting just the two boxes.


  He turned the circular latch on the first box that was sunken in the top until it made a loud bang as the pressure difference from inside the box equalized. The top lifted off and he started lifting bags of grains out of the box, through the door, and onto the dolly. There were three bags of grains and two pallets of canned foods in the first box. He placed the top back on the box, letting the lid drop with a crash as it latched back shut. These boxes would be retrieved and reused. They probably cost a fortune to make.


  The oxygen canisters in the other box would be heavy. He would need to make multiple trips to get all of them into the storage room. First, he would take the food items to the storage area and then come back for the rest. After stepping through the pressure lock door, he pressed just one button on the glowing pad. It gave five shrill beeps and then made a sustained hiss as the door rolled back into place. Derrick opened the door back to the pipe and started wheeling the dolly full of food down the hall. He started to whistle a tune as he walked. No one else would be up and about in the middle of the night. Derrick had these empty hallways to himself.
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  Hey Juliet,


  I can finally relax now that my Physics exam is over with. I probably should have studied Saturday night as well instead of going to the party with Grant since I’m pretty sure I couldn’t have gotten higher than a C on that exam. I don’t know why I picked Physics over Biology for my science credit. I thought Biology would be harder, having to memorize all those Latin names and stuff, but that would be easier than expecting me to do all this shady math.


  See what I did there? Totally glossed over my Saturday night by talking about school. It went just as bad as I expected. When I told Grant we would hang out, I had more of an academic study group setting in mind. Well, some of the guys on his hall were throwing a dorm party and he asked me to go. This was a sad, sad party. There was barely any food, and most of the guys sat in one dorm and watched cartoons. Cartoons! Grant got in some big debate with some other dude about the best strategy is some game they both play. I was so bored I wanted to die. Grant thought it went well. Idiot.


  I’ve got some ideas for you for this casino night coming up. I’ll send them in my next message.


  Yours with sugar on top, Lauren


  Lauren clicked send before closing her laptop and placing it back in her backpack. She was relaxing in the student center reading through a current newspaper. With her Physics exam over with and her English paper ready to turn in, Lauren had some time to chill. The cappuccino she ordered from the coffee stand set cooling off next to the comfy chair she sat in. The student center at SS5U was much grander than the subterranean shelter gathering place it originally was. Large skylights were cut into the vaulted ceiling, casting shapes of light on the modern furnishings below. Lauren enjoyed all the perks of higher learning which included current periodicals provided in the student center. Today must have been a slow news day because the front page article of the newspaper folded on the coffee table in front of her was a follow-up to Senator Stanley Kane’s speech. It read, “Reviving D.C. Comes at a High Price.”


  Lauren read the first page. “Senator Stanley Kane gave an address at the Nashville Capitol last week where he introduced Senate Resolution 3 of 145th Congress…” blah blah blah. She flipped ahead to the rest of the article on page four.


  At this point, the Resolution has strong support in the Senate. However, the cost of rebuilding Washington D.C. could be quite a strain on the taxpayers. In order to help fund the project, Kane proposes cuts in spending in a variety of areas to limit the additional tax that would be needed to complete the objectives of the resolution. Some projects like the sustainment of SS14 would be cut, while others like funding to the failing Beach Beautification Initiative would be severely decreased. Even with all of these budget cuts, the resolution still calls for $800 million in increased taxes.


  Did she read that right? Lauren glanced over the article again. “…sustainment of SS14 would be cut…” That can’t be right. Was that what congress called the aid given to Juliet’s SS? Juliet had said SS14 was self-sufficient in all her messages. Lauren had believed it was. It made more sense that SS14 received aid from the federal government since the subterranean shelters were originally set up to house a population of maximum capacity for only a month. She decided to stop reading the newspaper. She would look into it later if she remembered. Sipping the last of her now cool cappuccino, she got up and grabbed her backpack, throwing the newspaper back on the coffee table, before leaving the student center.
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  Jim was in the back of the conservatory rotating the compost when Juliet came to work Friday morning. He was using a pitchfork to toss old compost in the air then jab some of the fresher dead plants deeper into the pile. He seemed to be thoroughly enjoying the smelly menial task. He had a big smile on his face and bobbed his head to the internal music he hummed to himself.


  “Good morning!” Juliet said to Wanda as she entered the conservatory. She had a coffee in each hand and gave one of the cups to Wanda. Juliet already drank a large cup of coffee with breakfast, but she still felt tired after losing so much sleep listening for noises the previous night.


  “Good morning, missy! Thank you,” Wanda replied accepting the coffee. “I hope this generous gift of coffee isn’t a prelude to some big request.”


  “More of a thank you,” Juliet paused blushing and then started whispering so she wouldn’t be overheard, “for keeping Jim out of my hair all week.”


  “No trouble at all,” Wanda said before taking a long sip of hot coffee.


  “He’s been kind of smothering me since I told him I’d go with him for Homecoming tomorrow night,” Juliet said. Smothering was a total understatement. He had been sitting next to her at every meal, engaging in conversation solely with her and excluding their friends. He insisted she spend her free time after dinner with him at the center where he’d given her lessons in playing poker and blackjack. He’d even found a way to break into her dorm and leave little gifts for her on her bed each night like the fattest strawberry from the conservatory and a napkin folded into a delicate flower.


  “Well, my motives weren’t entirely selfless,” Wanda said. “You were both getting nothing done, and I really needed your help getting all the seedlings planted in the green plot. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’ll be able to finish it up on my own this afternoon, so you can hand out candy for the trick-or-treaters. Plus, Jim is doing an excellent job with the compost.” Juliet looked over to Jim with his pitchfork, which he was twirling in his hands between stabs into the heap of plant decay, tossing compost into the air, letting it flutter down like confetti while he merrily sang some Broadway-style tune.


  Juliet couldn’t help but let out a chuckle at the spectacle, which made Jim turn to her, tap the pitchfork to the ground like a cane, then do an enthusiastic shoulder shake as he belted out the chorus. Juliet and Wanda had a hearty laugh before Juliet turned to Wanda and said; “We certainly don’t see that every day. I’ve got to get to work.” But now she had a huge grin on her face as she thought, today is going to be a good day.


  [image: ***]


  That afternoon brought all of the children of Refuge by the conservatory, a parade of childhood dreams seeking candy from every stop. Everyone in the conservatory was swamped with duties that needed to be done by the weekend and couldn’t be spared for the day except for Juliet. She enjoyed candy duty because she loved talking to all the school children about their chosen costumes and why they picked each profession.


  Lots of kids in Refuge wanted to be just like their parents, taking on the same role as mom or dad. There were also lots of doctors, engineers, security officers, and other glamorous high credit paying jobs. There weren’t so many maintenance workers or conservatory hands. Juliet didn’t think her job was undesirable, but according to her survey of the children’s costumes, it must have been.


  About midway through the afternoon shift came a group of ten-year-olds with their teacher. One child in particular stuck out to Juliet. He opened the bag of treats he was holding and held it out expectantly, waiting for Juliet to deposit a candy so he could move on.


  “What is your costume?” Juliet asked. His costume didn’t resemble any of the uniforms in Refuge. He was wearing white casual scrubs with neatly drawn on patches, bands, and a big flag on his shoulder. He also wore a big white backpack and a large white helmet.


  “I’m an astronaut!” He exclaimed proudly.


  “Oh,” Juliet said. She paused for a moment. “What’s an astronaut?”


  “They explore outer space. I want to be an astronaut and explore space!” He nudged his treat bag forward.


  “That’s a wonderful costume, but there are so many great things you can be here at Refuge.” Juliet wasn’t trying to be mean, she just thought he was being a little unrealistic.


  “Well I want to be an astronaut!” he said, stomping his foot for emphasis. “Astronauts get to leave Refuge and go to space!”


  Juliet thought about this. How does anyone explain to a child that he can’t be what he wants because they were all stuck here? He couldn’t be an astronaut for the sole reason that he couldn’t choose any occupation that required him to leave Refuge. Did his parent point that out when they helped him assemble his costume? Someone must have helped him. It looked much too neat to be completely made by a child.


  “Candy!’ he shouted, interrupting Juliet’s inner monologue.


  “Oh! Sorry kid,” She said. “Here’s two pieces, one for coming by and an extra for teaching me about astronauts!” Once the candy was secured in his bag, he dashed off to catch up with his class.


  “Don’t forget to say thank you!” The teacher instructed as the students filed through the door leaving the conservatory.


  “Thank you!” they yelled back, the little astronaut’s voice chiming amongst his classmates. Then the whole class was gone and the door shut with a thud.
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  Lauren’s political science professor was impressed Lauren was so interested in the new bill Senator Stanley Kane so passionately endorsed. Lauren tried to be vague on the details of why she cared particularly about this bill, but eventually confessed that she was fascinated by SS14 ever since she got a pen pal who lived there in third grade. Off hand, her professor knew limited information about SS14, and not much about SS14 was generally known. But, if there was any federal aid for SS14 it would appear in the federal budget, something Lauren could definitely look into.


  It took a while for Lauren to sift through all the details on the budget passed for the previous year before she found the line of funding for SS14 aid. Her jaw dropped when she saw the total figure. That was a lot of money to be sending to a small population of people. Of course, transporting aid to SS14 was no trivial task, and most likely took up a big portion of that amount.


  What mattered was that Juliet and Lauren had been wrong, SS14 was not even close to being self-sufficient. Lauren would have to follow the House and Senate vote to see if the bill passes. She could write a letter to her representatives and tell them why she didn’t think they should pass the bill. She would definitely do that, but first, she shot an email to Juliet concerning much more immediate matters.


  Hey Juliet,


  I enjoyed your description of Jim’s little song and dance number. I should ask my stalker Grant to do something like that. He’s totally into classical music, and I can see him belting out an aria or some shit. Yes, I know, I’ve spent even more time getting to know Grant. After that dreadful party, I was thinking about putting him out of his misery and just being really mean to him until he would back off. Turns out treating him like a friend made him stop the puppy dog act. I’m sure once I do get a legitimate boyfriend, Grant will flip and act like he owns me, but I’ll fight that battle when it comes.


  I feel like you’ve been all down about your appearances recently. I find it hard to believe that your friend Cass is that much more attractive than you are. But, I do know that there are ways to cheat! If anything, changing your look is fun, especially for a special occasion.


  First, use charcoal. You can use the stuff you cook with, but I’d recommend just grabbing some from the medical wing— tell them you have a stomach ache. Get it wet, then paint it around your eyes. Next, take a beet in a pot of water and boil the hell out of it. The color from the beet should come out in the water and make a nice stain. Use this on your lips. You will look fabulous. Trust me.


  Send me lots of details about your formal night. With no current love life, I need my romance fix from you and your beloved Jim. Later my girl!


  Yours, Lauren


  Lauren had previously sent Juliet beauty advice, but words like makeup, cosmetics, eyeliner, etc. all got cut from her messages. But, that meant that cosmetics were not readily available for the women of SS14, which also meant that it would be pretty easy for Juliet to set herself apart with a little extra color. If she could achieve red lips to match her red dress, Lauren had no doubt that Juliet would be smoking hot.
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  Linda Kaufman invited Juliet and Cass to get ready at her family bunk. The young adults all lived in dorms with shared bathrooms, but families got nicer living situations which were called bunks. They were all the same layout consisting of a modest kitchen and living space, three small bedrooms, and a private bathroom. Linda was willing to let the girls use her kitchen for their cosmetic experiment, but beyond that, she did not want any part of it.


  Working in the conservatory, Juliet was able to snag a beet with no problem. Cass asked Linda to get them some charcoal tablets from the medical wing. Cass crushed the tablets in a small bowl until they were powder, then added some water from the sink.


  “I feel like this is probably what Cleopatra did to get that crazy eye look like in that movie,” Cass said, stirring together the charcoal and water.


  Juliet shrugged her shoulders. “Maybe, but that was just a movie. I mean, how do we know if the real Cleopatra actually put all that color stuff on her face?”


  “You know, my mom said that before Refuge, women put all kinds of stuff on their faces for the sake of beauty. Even bird poop!”


  Juliet had a small pot on a hot plate and put the beet in it. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to chop it up first. She fished the vegetable back out of the pot, grabbed a sharp knife, and started slicing the beet.


  “Bird poop? You’ve got to be kidding. Why would anyone put bird poop on their face?” Juliet put the beet slices back in the pot, which revealed blood red streaks on the counter. “Oh, shoot!” she exclaimed while reaching over to the sink to grab a rag and wipe up the mess. She wasn’t sure she should put anything made from this vegetable on her face.


  “What did you do?” Cass asked.


  “These beets might stain. It looks like I killed something on the countertop!”


  “Don’t you dare hurt my kitchen!” Linda called out from the bathroom. She was in there helping Alex, Cass’s younger sister, style her hair for the teenagers’ dance.


  “Everything is fine,” Juliet called back. She turned on the hot plate, then remembered she needed to add some water. She held the little pot of beets under the faucet and added just a touch of water before returning the pot to the hot plate.


  “Remind me never to let you cook,” Cass said.


  “Oh, I am not that bad,” Juliet said. “And you didn’t answer my question. Why would anyone ever put bird poop on their face?” The only experience these two women had with bird poop was from visiting the chicken coup, and chickens certainly did not have magical poop that Juliet would ever willingly put on her face.


  “I guess it helps make your skin lighter or condition it, or something. I don’t know. I would never use the stuff.”


  “Me neither,” Juliet agreed.


  Cass had finished her charcoal mixture, so she went to her old bedroom where both of their dresses were laid out on the bed. All of Cass’s personal touches had been removed from the room, and Linda placed a desk in there so that Scott could use the room as an office. “How do you want your hair tonight, Juliet?” Cass asked from the small room.


  Juliet didn’t think she would need to watch the pot of boiling beet water, so she joined Cass in the bedroom. “I don’t know. Maybe something simple.”


  “I’m thinking a braid. Here, sit.” Cass pulled up the chair from the desk for Juliet and she sat down as Cass stood behind her. Juliet sat patiently as Cass made an elegant loose braid, tucking the ends under and pinning it, then pulling a few pieces loose around her face.


  Juliet was admiring her hair in the mirror hanging over the back of the bedroom door when Cass interrupted. “What’s that smell?”


  “Smells like smoke,” Juliet said turning towards the door before sprinting to the kitchen, “Oh no, the beets!” The water had completely boiled off and the beet slices were sizzling in the pot. Juliet grabbed a glass from the cabinet, filled it with water and then poured the water into the pot. There was a loud whoosh as a column of steam erupted out of the pot. Juliet stumbled back letting out a surprised yell.


  “Oh my god, Juliet!” Cass scolded. “Remind me to never ever let you cook again!”


  “It’s fine now,” Juliet said, trying to regain her composure. The water was boiling, and she turned down the heat on the hot plate.


  “You watch it this time,” Cass told Juliet. “I’ll have my mom help me with my hair.”


  “Okay,” Juliet said. She watched the pot, willing her heart to stop racing and slow down. Cass disappeared into the bathroom. After a minute, Juliet figured the beet water was done. She poured the liquid into a small little bowl and brought both mixtures to the bathroom. Cass’s hair was in a curly up-do with little purple fabric flowers pinned in it.


  “I’m ready for some makeup,” Cass said, clapping her hands.


  “Makeup?” Juliet asked.


  Linda laughed. She was already dressed and ready to go in an elegant black tailored dress with sheer sleeves and a modest hem that came just above her knees. “Believe it or not, but in the world before Refuge, there were all kinds of colorful makeup available. We all just kind of forgot about it after being here for a while. It’s nice seeing you young ladies give it a try, even if it started as a culinary mishap.”


  “Oops,” Juliet said.


  “Here,” Linda said taking the little bowls from Juliet and setting them on the counter next to a slender brush and a few cotton buds which were already laid out. “I was once an expert at makeup application. Let me.”


  “Sure,” said Juliet. Linda was able to give all four ladies, including Alex, full red lips and the illusion of large almond shaped eyes. Cass even added a little beet to her cheeks, giving her a flush that looked like she had been exercising.


  Juliet stared at her own brown eyes in the mirror. “Wow, Linda. I don’t look like me,” she said. She didn’t recognize the beautiful woman looking back at her.


  Linda gave Juliet’s arm a little squeeze. “It’s just a little extra color, doll. You were beautiful before you tried to burn down my kitchen.” Juliet gave her smile.


  “The boys are going to be here soon,” Cass exclaimed. “Let’s get our dresses on.”


  As Cass and Juliet were getting dressed, there was a knock on the door to the bunk. Juliet overheard Linda get the door and greet Alex’s date, wish them well, and tell the young man that she expected her daughter safely back home no later than eleven.


  Once they had their dresses on, they admired their completed looks in the mirror. With her hair up, Cass looked just like her mother. She had the same blond hair, slender nose, long lashes, and delicate chin. When Cass did a twirl, her dress fluttered upward revealing her black lacy panties.


  “Holy cow, Cass,” Juliet said. “Don’t do that while we’re out. I just got an eyeful.”


  “I had the bra and panties made special,” Cass said, raising an eyebrow. She turned back to the mirror and smoothed her hands over her dress. “Maybe I’ll get lucky,” she continued, winking at Juliet through the mirror, a gesture which along with her blue eyes made her look more like her father Scott.


  “I thought you and Derrick were going as just friends,” Juliet said, concerned.


  “We are. But I might have my eye on someone.” Cass grabbed a jar of lotion from the top of her childhood dresser and started smoothing it on her legs as she perched at the edge of the bed.


  “Really? Who?” Juliet asked.


  “Well, he’s not really an… appropriate match. I want to keep it a secret until anything comes out of it.”


  “Huh,” Juliet said, wondering who the mystery man could be.


  After returning the lotion to the top of the dresser, Cass kept messing with her hair in the mirror. “I need to fix this piece,” she said, pulling at one of the perfect curls. She disappeared into the bathroom to tweak her hair. Juliet pulled on the pair of heels Linda loaned her for the evening and practiced walking in them around the little room while they waited for their dates to arrive.
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  Derrick’s speech was a little slurred, and he seemed to sway and stumble about, having a hard time keeping himself balanced. Juliet didn’t like whatever condition he was in. He kept trying to touch her, and she wasn’t in the same playfully flirtatious mood as he was. It wasn’t like he was even touching offensively, just more than Juliet was comfortable with. He stood just inches in front of her, and she could see that his pupils were huge, taking over his brown eyes.


  “Oh, Juliet,” he said with a bit of a moan, biting his lower lip. He placed his hand on her shoulder and adjusted the strap of her dress just a hair. She backed her shoulder away, and he let his hand fall, brushing his fingers against Juliet’s arm the whole way down. She found herself wishing Linda and Scott hadn’t already left and could keep an eye on Derrick, or Cass would hurry up and get out of the damn bathroom. Jim was supposed to arrive with Derrick, but he wasn’t here yet.


  Despite his odd behavior, Derrick had really cleaned up nice. His short brown hair was styled neatly back, his face freshly shaven which certainly wasn’t his normal look, and he even wore a different set of glasses. This pair was gold, and not the heavy black frames he wore every day. The delicate frames really showed off his face. He looked perfectly refined in his black tuxedo with a neat black bow tie.


  Still, even if he looked enticing and was being awkwardly forward, he was Cass’s date for the evening, and the last thing Juliet wanted was for Cass or Jim to find them doing something inappropriate.


  “Can I tell you a secret?” Derrick said, his eyebrows raising to let Juliet know it was something juicy. She didn’t trust Derrick right now, and kept a sharp eye on him, afraid something bad would happen if she looked away.


  “Okay…”


  He leaned in letting his lips brush her ear and whispered so softly, Juliet could barely hear, “We’re fucking underwater.” He leaned back and let out a deep guffaw. Juliet was totally confused and didn’t stop it from showing on her face.


  Cass burst out of the bathroom exclaiming, “Oh, Derrick, you’re here!” She rushed up to him and threw herself into an embrace which looked a little more than platonic, pressing all of that exposed skin against him.


  Derrick made a primal growl, and picked up Cass by the waist and swung her in a circle. Juliet got another good view of her special made panties. He said to Cass, “We could just skip casino night and I’ll just take you back to my dorm.”


  Cass pushed away and playfully hit him on the shoulder. “Being my date doesn’t give you full access,” she said, wiggling around.


  Juliet was pleased to hear the knocking at the door to distract her from this odd display. She dashed towards the door and opened it wide to see Jim in the doorway with a small bouquet of flowers. “Jim,” she gushed, “you’re here.” He stepped forward to give her a warm hug. He grasped her shoulders to get a good look at her.


  “Holy shit, Juliet, you look amazing!” he said.


  “Thank you,” Juliet said as her face flushed, grinning wide. “You look nice too.” He looked like the same Jim she saw every day with his brown hair still kind of a mess, but he was wearing a suit, albeit ill-fitting, instead of overalls which was nice.


  “I swiped these from the conservatory yesterday,” he added holding out the flowers. “Wanda tried to stop me until I told her they were for you.”


  “Oh, thank you,” Juliet said holding the bouquet, unsure of what to do with cut flowers.


  “Wanda said the stems should be submerged in water,” Jim added.


  “Right, let me get a cup from the kitchen.” Fresh flowers weren’t commonly exchanged at Refuge, so Juliet had no idea what she would do with the bouquet. She filled a cup with water and put the stems in it. They did look really nice. She placed the arrangement on a side table in the living room and returned to the door where Jim, Cass, and Derrick were all waiting for her, ready to head out to casino night.


  Juliet felt a little bad about how much time and effort she had put into dressing up for the evening considering all the unwanted attention she got from Derrick and that Jim looked like he rolled straight out of bed and put on someone else’s wrong sized suit. Still, Jim was acting like a total gentleman with the gift of flowers and he held out his arm for Juliet to hold onto as he escorted her down the main hall alongside Derrick and Cass towards the center.


  Juliet gasped as she took in the decoration of the center for casino night. In addition to the colorful Harvest Homecoming decoration which had been up for the past few days, there were strings of little lights everywhere making the warm colored swags of fabric draped along the high ceilings glow. All around the center, green tables were ready for a variety of card games. On one side of the room, a dance floor was set up and a small band played jazzy music.


  “Would you like some punch, Jules?” Jim asked.


  “Oh!” Juliet said, turning her attention from the festive environment back to her date. “Yes, yes, punch sounds nice.” Jim and Derrick left to get the ladies punch and returned.


  “Wow, the center looks so nice,” Juliet told Cass.


  Cass glanced around before remarking, “No, not really. It’s just the same tired Homecoming decorations they use every year, except they added the tree lights from Winter Holidays.” Her cold description of the decor took a little magic out of the evening.


  “Yes, I guess you’re right,” Juliet said, accepting the punch Jim handed her as he came back. The others downed their cups of punch while Juliet took a tentative sip.


  “Oh,” Cass said, “That has a kick!”


  “Not enough,” Derrick said, lifting his gold framed glasses with a fingertip.


  “I came prepared,” Jim said, opening his suit jacket just enough to show the others he had a flask of something in his breast pocket.


  “Alright!” Derrick said nodding his head up and down.


  “I’m kind of hungry. I heard they have food set up somewhere,” Juliet said.


  “Yes,” Jim said. “They have a whole spread in the boutiques.”


  “I’m not hungry,” Cass said, “I want to play some cards. Blackjack, Derrick?”


  “Oh, you know my weakness,” Derrick said. His hand resting on Cass’s back crept lower and lower until it was on her butt. Juliet tried not to notice.


  “I’m all about poker,” Jim said. “If we go right now, Jules, we can enter in the Refuge-wide poker tournament. I think I’ve taught you pretty well. How about it? Some high stakes poker instead of one of the piddly couple credit tables?”


  “Ok.” Juliet agreed. She could spend a little time playing poker before getting their dinner at the boutiques, and she was ready to spend some time away from Derrick and Cass. She was only halfway through her punch and her head already felt a little light. Whatever Jim had hidden in his pocket would be too strong for her, especially on an empty stomach.


  Derrick and Cass left to go play blackjack, and Jim led Juliet over to the poker sign up. He put both their names in, and then they found a seat at one of the large tables. As they played poker, Juliet had fun, but she kept overplaying her hand or folding too early. Her pile of chips dwindled quickly while Jim’s held fairly steady without growing much. Although not the first out, Juliet wasn’t a strong poker player and ended up being the second person out. She sat watching the game, but just watching poker without seeing anyone’s hand wasn’t particularly entertaining. Jim was still doing well, and the game seemed to stretch on and on forever. Juliet’s stomach growled, and she started having a hard time hiding her boredom.


  “How much longer?” Juliet whispered to Jim while the cards were being shuffled between rounds.


  “Well, it looks like pretty soon I’ll have this table wrapped up,” Jim whispered back, “but then the winners of the four tables will play each other to determine the overall winner.”


  “I’m hungry,” Juliet said, in a bit of a whine.


  “Hey,” Jim smiled at her and placed his hand on hers. “Why don’t you get some more punch and play some blackjack with Derrick and Cass. I’ll come find you at the blackjack tables once I win this whole tournament.” He gave her hand a squeeze paired with a winning smile.


  “Okay, I’ll go get some punch, and see you in a little bit.” Juliet walked over to punch bowl and grabbed another cup.


  “You look absolutely stunning,” Rita said, running into Juliet as she refilled her cup with punch. She wore a silver shift dress which was completely covered in sequins. Her dark hair was slicked back making it look more masculine, but her eyes were smoky and sultry, making Juliet wonder if Rita used the same charcoal trick that she had. “I love the red lip. Share your secret?”


  “Uh, beets,” Juliet responded.


  “Of course,” Rita said. She drank her glass of punch before refilling it.


  “I love your dress,” Juliet said.


  “I know, right?” Rita gushed, turning from side to side so Juliet could see it from every angle. “I love how it catches the light. I was just going to show it off on the dance floor. Would you like to join me?”


  “Oh, I’ve got my punch, I’ll just stay here,” Juliet said raising her glass.


  “Nonsense, bring it with you.” Rita grabbed Juliet’s hand and led her over to the dance floor where a few other individuals and a single couple were dancing. Rita started swaying to the music, bobbing her head and shoulders between sips of her punch. Juliet mimicked Rita’s dancing, and even though she didn’t really feel the music, it was still kind of fun. When she finished her second cup of punch, Juliet excused herself from the dance floor. Her head felt like it was swimming, and she really needed to eat something. After wandering around the center for a while, she found the tables set up with blackjack. Derrick and Cass sat at one of the tables and Juliet approached them.


  “Hey, Juliet!” Cass waved at her as she got closer. “Derrick is winning like mad at blackjack.”


  “That’s great,” Juliet said smiling at them. “You have room for one more?” There were three other people also sitting at the table.


  “There’s a five-player limit at each table,” Cass said shrugging her shoulders apologetically.


  “We were just going to leave and get something to refuel,” Derrick said tilting his empty punch glass. “You can take one of our spots.”


  “Oh,” Juliet said, “I don’t know, I might go back to the poker tables and find Jim.”


  “Suit yourself,” Derrick said, grabbing his handful of chips and stuffing them in his pockets.


  “Come find us in the pipe once you have Jim with you,” Cass said as she hopped out of her seat and grabbed Derrick by the arm.


  “I will,” Juliet responded. “I’ll see you soon.”


  Derrick and Cass hustled out of the center giggling like a couple of children. At least they were having a good time.


  Juliet wandered around again, trying to make her way back to the poker tables. She found the table where she had left Jim, but there was a new cast of faces playing at that table. Jim’s game must already be over. She asked one of these new players where the poker tournament finals were being played and he directed her to a small table near the middle of the room.


  When she found the finals table, there were three individuals left playing and a small crowd watching. Jim was neither amongst the players nor the crowd. She asked a few of the spectators if they knew where Jim was, and after a few people were unable to help, someone mentioned that he hadn’t made it into the poker final.


  She found herself back at the punch bowl. Since she already felt kind of inebriated, she figured one more glass wouldn’t hurt. As Juliet drank her full glass of punch alone by the punch table, she recalled what Jim had said before she left the poker tables. He mentioned that she should meet Derrick and Cass and he would look for them at the blackjack tables, so she made her way back over there. Juliet found Wanda playing cards by herself at one of the tables.


  “Hi, Wanda,” Juliet said, glad to find a friendly face.


  “Hey there missy,” Wanda said. Juliet started to sit next to Wanda. “You sure you want to play this table? Young folks don’t like the chip table as much. No skin in the game.” Juliet looked at the small sign on the table that read “no credit bets.”


  “I think this table might be my speed,” Juliet said. She was curious to try blackjack and already lost enough credits for one evening paying the entry fee for the poker tournament.


  “I was just leaving, but I know Avery will enjoy your company. Oh, I’ve also found that with no credit involved, this is the only table where you can win.”


  “Okay,” Juliet said as she took a seat. Avery Graves dealt her two cards. He had his black hair combed back in his usual hair style. He smiled at her and his light eyes crinkled at the corners to smile with his mouth. He had a bit of shadow on his square jaw which reminded her that he was a little older than her friends and actually did shave every day.


  “Hi, Mr. Graves,” she said.


  “Please, call me Avery. Having a beautiful woman call me Mr. just makes me feel old.”


  “Sorry,” Juliet giggled. “Avery.” She was used to calling him “Mr.” when she was younger, but she wasn’t sure exactly how old he was. Perhaps he was in his late thirties or early forties.


  Juliet examined her cards, the numbers blurring in her now diminished vision and decided to hit with her total of seventeen. Avery dealt her another card revealing a six. Busted. Juliet didn’t enjoy losing at another game. She flicked a chip onto the table in hopes that the next hand would go better. He dealt another hand. Avery had a ten showing, and Juliet had two face cards. She liked her odds. Avery revealed his other card, an ace. She lost again. Juliet slouched down in her chair and pouted.


  “You do look lovely tonight,” Avery said. “Where are your friends? Scott said you and Cass and some others were coming together.”


  Juliet let out a sigh, “I can’t find my date. Cass and our friend Derrick wandered off to the pipe, probably to get something stronger to drink. I’m just really hungry, I haven’t eaten yet. Maybe I’ll just go to the boutiques by myself and grab dinner.”


  Juliet now had a six and seven in front of her. She tapped the table like Jim had shown her to indicate she wanted another card. Avery revealed her next card, a three. Eighteen, not bad. Avery had a king showing, revealed a two and then drew a card which was a queen.


  “Busted,” Avery said, “You win, Juliet.” She gave him a triumphant smile. “But, I do have some bad news. The dinner buffet at the boutique will be long closed by now.”


  “Damn it,” Juliet exclaimed letting her head drop in disappointment. She had such high hopes for the evening. She had always heard how fun casino night was, how great the food was, and how much money people won at card games. But now she had missed the food, lost a bunch of credits in poker, and lost her date. All she wanted to do now was cry, but she didn’t want Avery to see her cry again.


  “Hey, I’ve got an idea,” Avery said. “I didn’t really eat much this evening myself. I have a key to the kitchen and I could whip up a little something for us to eat.”


  “But what about dealing blackjack?” Juliet asked.


  “Well, all the dealers are volunteers, and usually the no credit tables are pretty unpopular, so I don’t think anyone will miss me if I leave a little early.”


  Juliet weighed the two options in her mind for a moment. Jim would probably be upset if she left casino night without telling him, but then he made her miss dinner. For all she knew, he could have already left without telling her.


  “Okay,” she said, “Let’s get some food.” Avery left his cards in the middle of the table. She slid off her chair and landed with a thud of her heels against the cement floor. She wobbled in the unfamiliar shoes with her compromised balance. In a flash, Avery was beside her, his arm out to steady her. Together, they left the center and headed down the main hall toward the kitchen.
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  Avery used his work badge, slipping it into the door jam near the doorknob. The knob made a click, and he eased the door open.


  “I thought you said you had the key,” Juliet whispered. If they were breaking into the kitchen, she didn’t want to draw any attention to that.


  “I may have stretched the truth a little bit,” Avery said, smiling at Juliet, slipping through and holding the door open just enough for her to slip through as well.


  Juliet teetered on her heels for a moment and decided it was time to ditch the uncomfortable shoes. She massaged her foot in her hand, sighing with relief that her tortured feet were now free. After slinging her shoes on the counter, she followed Avery deeper into the kitchen. She hadn’t spent much time here before, even though her father worked here when she was a small child. It looked smaller than what she imagined would be needed to feed 300 residents every day.


  Avery had already started rummaging around the cabinets and drawers collecting supplies. He disappeared for a moment into the walk-in refrigerator and returned with an armload of oranges and a couple eggs.


  “I may have brought you here under false pretenses,” Avery said, “In all reality, I didn’t have a key, and I’m not much of a cook. But, I can make a pretty mean pancake and fresh orange juice.”


  Juliet giggled, stumbling over her own feet, and catching herself before she fell. “My father was a chef,” she said, “but my favorite thing that he made were his pancakes every Saturday morning.”


  “Well, I will consider this a success if my pancakes are half as good as your father’s.” Avery had all his ingredients and utensils now sitting out on one counter. He slipped off his suit jacket, folded it carefully, and set it on the back of a chair. Underneath he wore a shiny black cummerbund which matched his bow tie, the same bow tie all of the casino volunteers wore. The large range next to the counters had a griddle between the two sets of burners, and Avery turned the knob in front of the griddle to get it heating up. “Do you want to get started making the orange juice?”


  Juliet stepped up next to Avery and grabbed one of the oranges. “I’ve never actually had orange juice before, so I don’t really know how it’s made.”


  “Oh it’s easy,” Avery said, “you just slice the oranges in half and mush them against this thing here,” he gestured towards the juicer, “and all the juice comes out of the orange.” He rolled up the sleeves of his dress shirt and started cracking the eggs over a large bowl.


  “Okay,” Juliet said. She started slicing the oranges, and the first cut sprayed orange onto her face. “Oh!” she exclaimed. “Oh, that went in my eye. That does not feel good.” She held the back of her hand to her eye and tried to wipe off the juice.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  “I’m fine,” Juliet insisted. She pressed one of the orange halves against the juicer and it again sprayed everywhere. “Damn it,” she exclaimed. “Figures that I almost burned down Linda’s kitchen, and now I just make a total mess.”


  Avery let out a light-hearted laugh. “You’re doing great,” he said. He started adding different ingredients into his bowl. Juliet couldn’t help but notice he wasn’t really measuring anything. “I don’t want to pry, so let me know if I’m crossing the line,” he continued, “but I really thought you were going to do continued education. After how well you did in my math class, I thought for sure you would be a perfect fit in engineering or even command.”


  “I thought I was going to do engineering as well,” she said. She set down the knife, unable to concentrate on making juice and talking at the same time. “I did really enjoy when general education brought in people other than our normal teachers to help us with different subjects. You were actually my favorite.” She blushed, feeling like a girl admitting she had a crush on a boy. “I never knew anyone could have such,” Juliet searched for the right word, “passion for math. I mean, that there was this whole structure of how numbers work together, and we were like detectives trying to uncover it. I mean, I enjoyed word problems and memorizing multiplication tables and the whole bit, but actually discovering and deriving things in class, it really opened my eyes.” Juliet felt embarrassed and a little silly for sharing a similar interest in math. Thankfully Avery was concentrating on pouring the first few pancakes onto the griddle and didn’t see Juliet’s deeper rush of color.


  “Well, I’m glad you enjoyed my lessons, but that doesn’t explain why you didn’t choose continued education.”


  Juliet paused setting the first mashed orange half down. “It’s not that I didn’t choose continued education.” She mashed the next half of the orange against the juicer, producing a small stream of orange juice into the pitcher. “It’s that I chose the conservatory. I needed the sunlight. I mean, I was born here, and I’ve never seen the sun. I’m going to live my entire life underground. When we did our tours before graduation, that fact really hit me. The only remedy, at least in my mind, was to get the closest thing I could to life above ground, and that was the sun lamps in the conservatory.”


  Avery flipped the first round of pancakes. “That makes sense. I was pretty shocked when I didn’t see your name on the continued education roster for this year.”


  “I’m sorry I disappointed you,” she said. She rested her head against his shoulder, already tired of making juice after getting orange all over the pitcher, countertop, her face and hands, and probably on her dress as well.


  “I’m not disappointed,” he said, “just surprised.” He took an orange and the knife to help Juliet make the juice. “When I was young my family went on a vacation to Florida, to the beach. We had so much fun swimming in the ocean, collecting seashells in the sand, and falling asleep to the sound of the rolling waves. I also remember that my mother made fresh orange juice every morning from oranges we bought from a roadside vendor near our hotel. I distinctly remember the taste of fresh squeezed orange juice. It tasted like sunshine. The oranges had soaked in all that sunshine, and you could taste it.”


  When Avery looked over at Juliet, he saw the first tear roll down her cheek.


  “Oh, Juliet,” he said, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”


  Juliet felt her stomach clench in a knot. His simple story about drinking fresh juice on family vacation hit just the wrong nerve. Not only had she drank too much punch and had such a disappointing time at this highly anticipated night, but she also had no family left, couldn’t go on vacation because she could never leave Refuge, and would never taste sunlight because the orange she was holding had grown under a lamp. She turned towards Avery. “I just, feel… small.”


  Avery lifted his hand and gently smeared away Juliet’s tear with his thumb before pulling her into a hug. He kissed her forehead and gave her a gentle squeeze.


  Juliet took a deep breath and stepped away, “I think the pancakes are burnt.”


  Avery spun around to see his pancakes smoking, “Oh my,” he exclaimed. He grabbed the spatula and got them off the griddle, but they were already charred. “Well, I still have the second half of batter,” he said as he poured on a new set of pancakes.


  Juliet finished making the juice and set the pitcher along with two glasses on one of the counters in the kitchen. After looking through a few drawers and cabinets she found a couple of plates, forks, and knives. She brought them to the counter as well and sat down in one of the bar height chairs while watching Avery finish up the pancakes. When they were ready, he brought them over and sat down next to her.


  “Did you make any syrup?” she asked.


  “No. Doesn’t it come in a jar?” Avery asked, confused.


  “I’ve never seen it in a jar. My dad always used to make it with sugar and fresh strawberries. He’d boil it down until it was gooey and tasted like candy.”


  “Oh. I guess we’ll have to do without.”


  “That’s fine,” Juliet said with a smile, “Thanks for making pancakes.” She grabbed the top two from the fresh stack and started tearing into them as Avery poured them each a glass of juice and took a few pancakes for himself. After such a long evening, the pancakes tasted divine, and Juliet could imagine the taste of sunshine in the juice.


  “Do you mind if I ask another personal question?” Avery asked.


  She stopped mid-bite and tried to swallow quickly to avoid talking with her mouth full. “Sure. What?”


  “The alarm last week. Were you so upset because of your father?”


  Juliet looked down at her pancakes. Avery’s kind intentions showed through his pale eyes, yet Juliet found it hard to make eye contact. She forced herself to look back up at his face. “Yes,” she finally replied.


  “Does that happen every time there’s a drill?” He spoke softly and gently, which made Juliet feel safe enough to share.


  “No, I usually get a message from command when there is going to be a drill. I never went into an alarm or drill not knowing it would be there, so when there really was a legitimate alarm, the surprise really threw me off. I mean, it’s been a long time since I lost my dad, but when the alarm sounded, it just really brought it all back.”


  “My mother died from cancer around the time I first came to Refuge,” Avery said. Juliet had never heard about Avery’s mother. “I only visited her occasionally because I hated seeing her sick and in all that pain. Near the end, she would moan a lot from all the pain. The night after she died, I came to Refuge. Some nights, I lie awake in bed, and I can hear her moaning. To this day, it’s still hard, and that was twenty-four years ago.”


  Juliet was shocked. “I heard moaning just the other night. I thought I was going crazy. You heard it too?”


  Avery shrugged his shoulders. “Refuge has a lot of odd sounds that don’t make sense.”


  “It was really weird. It wasn’t coming from Refuge, it was like it was coming from above us,” Juliet said pointing up at the ceiling with her fork.


  Avery got up and collected his dirty dishes. He didn’t seem as alarmed as Juliet about this mystery. “Are you done?” he asked.


  “Yes,” Juliet said, letting him take her plate. “I can help wash dishes.”


  “How about I wash and you can rinse and dry,” Avery said. He filled the sink with water and suds and wiped down the plates as Juliet rinsed each with hot water and dried them off leaving a stack on the counter.


  “I don’t remember where these go,” Juliet said.


  “Don’t worry about it,” Avery said. “We’ll just leave them there and the kitchen staff will take care of it. At least we cleaned up after ourselves.” Avery slipped his suit jacket back on. “Since I volunteered, I should return to the center and help break down.” Juliet didn’t want her time with Avery to be over yet but knew it was already pretty late.


  “Oh,” was all she said.


  “Why don’t you go back to your dorm and get some sleep. Now that you’ve gotten something to eat, you’ll feel a lot better.”


  “Right,” Juliet said.


  “And drink lots of water tomorrow,” he added.


  “I will,” she promised.


  “Take care of yourself, Juliet.” He slipped out of the kitchen before she could say anything more, but there was nothing more to say. She grabbed her shoes from the counter near the door and carried them as she walked barefooted down the main hall towards her dorm.
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  Juliet felt like she was being horribly sneaky letting herself into her dorm so late at night. It must have been after two. Although residents were required to be in their dorms or bunks by lights out, this policy was relaxed on celebration days and holidays. Still, Juliet expected to see Cass in bed already asleep. What Juliet didn’t anticipate was that Cass stayed out the entire night and stumbled into their dorm early the next morning. The charcoal from the previous night was smeared all over under her eyes, her dress was all rumpled, and her hair was tangled in a poofy mess with all the fabric flowers missing.


  Juliet awoke as Cass ground the wrong key into the lock of their dorm door, slammed against the door and then shoved it open as soon as she found the correct key. Cass fell into her bed with a thud.


  “Ooooh,” she groaned, “I need some sleep.” She started pushing off her dress, exposing her naked body underneath. She must have lost the cute bra and panty set that she wore the previous evening.


  “Did you have fun?” Juliet asked.


  “So much fun. We were partying at the pipe. I might have overdone it.” Cass tossed her dress on the floor and pulled her thick blanket over her. “You should have joined us. Jim was there.”


  “Oh,” Juliet said feeling bad that she missed all the fun of the evening, but glad she had spared herself from Cass’s current state. “I ended up breaking into the kitchen with...” She trailed off, interrupted by Cass’s snoring. She wanted to share with Cass the surprising turn of events from the end of her evening with Avery Graves. Lauren would care about it. Lauren loved hearing every juicy little detail about Juliet’s personal life. She should send Lauren a message about the evening. But first, if Juliet smelled even half as bad as Cass currently did, she needed a shower.


  Cass’s snoring reached a particularly loud level when Juliet got back from the restroom, so she quickly dressed, ran a comb through her wet hair, grabbed her micro tab, and left for the center. She was surprised that just a few hours later the center showed no signs of the casino night before. All of the tables and decorations were gone, even the red and yellow swags that hung for the week of Harvest Homecoming. It was like the entire celebration was a long lost memory as life returned to normal. The worn blue sofas and armchairs and battleship-gray side tables had returned, making the center ordinary once again.


  Juliet sunk into an armchair and powered on her micro tab, crafting a long message to Lauren about the whole festivities, her long night in the kitchen, and her best friend’s even longer night at the pipe with Jim. After pressing send, Juliet started reading the news articles that command published daily about the current events in Refuge. She was pretty engrossed in her micro tab until she realized there was someone standing in from of her.


  She jumped, quickly powering off her micro tab, not that there was anything worthy of hiding on the current screen. “Holy cow Avery, you startled me! How long have you been standing there?”


  “I just walked up,” he replied. He had a warm smile on his face, his light blue eyes smiling as well. He was wearing a worn pair of scrubs that looked like they had been softened from wash after wash. Juliet couldn’t recall ever seeing him in casual clothes before; she was used to seeing him in a tie. “I saw you sitting here and thought I’d let you know there is real breakfast food being served in the cafeteria all morning.”


  “Oh, no, I didn’t know,” Juliet said. “I am hungry, I’ll go check it out.”


  “How was your first casino night experience?” Avery asked as he settled onto the sofa opposite Juliet.


  “It certainly wasn’t what I expected,” Juliet answered honestly. “Cass didn’t come back to our dorm until a little earlier this morning. I have no idea what all my friends ended up doing.”


  “But you had fun right?”


  “Yeah.” Juliet smiled and felt her face flush a little. She had enjoyed breaking into the kitchen with Avery, enough to message Lauren all about it in every tiny detail. “I had a lot of fun. Thanks for salvaging my evening.”


  Avery let out a hearty laugh, “Was the casino part that bad? I know it’s certainly not for everyone.”


  “Well,” Juliet said, “I didn’t do too well at any of the card games, so I guess it’s not really for me.”


  “That’s why I volunteer every year to deal one of the blackjack tables. The game is actually skewed in the house’s favor, so the blackjack dealer wins the most.”


  “Yeah, you and the winner of the poker tournament.”


  “Yes, but going into the tournament, the winner is undetermined. As the blackjack dealer, I know the odds are stacked in my favor from the very beginning. That’s my cheat.”


  “But the rules are the same in blackjack for the dealer and the players,” she said. “I mean, whoever gets closer to twenty-one without going over wins. I don’t see how that favors the dealer.”


  “Think about it,” Avery leaned forward pressing the fingertips of his hands against each other into a tent, excited about the mathematical structure that lied under the surface of the game. “If you have two cards, say a six and a face card, you have a total of sixteen. What do you do?”


  “Hit.” Juliet said, “Sixteen is a lot lower than twenty-one.”


  “Yes, you could hit, but there are a lot of face cards with a value of ten, so you would actually expect to get a card with a value over six, putting your total over twenty-two. Then you’ve busted.”


  “So, I should stay at sixteen?” Juliet asked.


  “What if the dealer has a ten showing? The card not showing also has an expected value of greater than six. It’s safe to assume that the dealer has a better hand than you.”


  “So I should hit?” Juliet said, unsure where his logic was going.


  “Yes, but as soon as you, the player, have gone over twenty-one, you lose. You’re busted and the dealer takes your money. Now, the dealer in this instance could have any card in addition to that ten showing. But even if it’s a two, the dealer doesn’t need to draw another card, he’s already won.”


  “I don’t get it,” Juliet said, “The dealer can go bust, too. How does that give the dealer the advantage?”


  “Look again at our case of sixteen. Let’s say you have sixteen and I have sixteen, and we both draw a card and get a seven. We’re both busted, correct?”


  “Right,” Juliet agreed.


  “Now, I’m the dealer and we both have sixteen. You as the player have to decide to draw first, so you draw a seven first, and you’re busted. You lose, the game stops, and the dealer takes your money. Let’s say other players at the table are still in the game, and I, the dealer, decide to draw my seven. Now the dealer’s also busted. Both of us had the same starting cards and drew the same value, but because the player has to decide first, they are always the one who would go busted first, which is how the dealer gets the advantage.”


  “Okay, that makes sense,” she said. Avery’s explanation of blackjack was more complex than Jim’s. Jim had simply said to assume the dealer’s second card is always a ten.


  “That’s why you won’t see a lot of people who understand the math behind card games do much gambling and why a lot of the volunteer blackjack dealers on casino night are engineers.”


  “That’s pretty interesting,” Juliet said. She started to stand up out of her chair. She was still amazed at how much logic and math Avery saw behind everyday things. “I’m going to go check out the breakfast at the cafeteria and get something to eat. Did you want to come with me”?


  “No,” Avery said. “I already ate before I came over here. You enjoy.”


  “Thanks,” Juliet said as she turned and walked away. She enjoyed talking with Avery, especially about things that he was so interested in. He had a calming influence. Juliet was used to spending all her time with the same few people who were all her age, and she enjoyed this budding friendship with someone she had never before thought of socializing with. She couldn’t wait to hear Cass’s and Lauren’s opinions on Avery.
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  Juliet didn’t see much of Cass again that Sunday, which was unfortunate because Juliet needed to talk to someone. She was even more unsure about how she felt toward Jim and was really hoping to get a chance to decompress with her best friend before being forced to see him again at work the next day. Even though she sent a long message with all the details to Lauren, but hadn’t heard back yet. She was confused and unsure how she felt toward Jim.


  All through work Monday, Jim kept completely to himself. Juliet didn’t mind him avoiding her when she wasn’t ready herself to face him either. For lunch, she slipped out of the cafeteria with her food and ate back at the conservatory. At the end of her shift when she was getting ready to leave, she saw that Jim was busy in the middle of a task, and guessed she just wouldn’t get a chance to talk to him.


  Later at dinner, she did see Cass and Derrick. She took a seat next to Cass even though she and Derrick were lost in conversation with each other.


  “Hey, Juliet,” Derrick said interrupting whatever Cass had been saying. “Jim said he wanted to see you. He asked me to tell you he’d be waiting for you at the pipe. You should go see him.”


  “Oh,” Juliet said, “I’m not really hungry. I’ll go now.” She hurried away with her dinner tray.


  “Okay, bye,” Cass called after her.


  Juliet deposited her full tray at the kitchen window but thought better of skipping dinner and took the square of cornbread with her. She was hungry and could eat the little square of bread while she walked down the hall.


  Although the pipe was a popular hangout, it was empty during dinner. Juliet didn’t immediately see Jim so she called out his name.


  “Further down,” Jim’s voiced echoed down the hall. Juliet held onto the handrail as she advanced toward him. As it got darker Juliet’s eyes started adjusting, and eventually she saw Jim leaning against the wall. Once she got to him, Jim clasped both of her hands in his own. He was still sweaty and dirty from work and his hands were hot and callused.


  “Jules,” he said, “let me say how sorry I am about Saturday night. I should have kept track of you. I’m sorry you spent the rest of the evening alone.” His voice wavered as he spoke. His mouth opened like he was about to say more, but he remained silent instead. She felt a pang of guilt that Jim believed that he was the only one who sabotaged their date.


  “It’s okay,” Juliet started. She squeezed on his hands, unable to say anything else.


  “No, it’s not okay,” he said. “It shouldn’t be okay. I really like you, and I should have done a better job making sure you had fun at your first casino night.”


  “I had fun…” Juliet started, but she couldn’t finish the thought. She couldn’t tell Jim that she ditched him just like he ditched her. She took a deep breath, searching for the right words.


  “I just had to tell you that,” Jim said. “That’s why I asked for you to come down here.”


  “To say that you’re sorry?” Juliet asked.


  “That I really messed up. I didn’t think you would say yes to my invitation. I really like you. And then I brought that flask and drank too much and… well…” Juliet could see the lights from the other end of the hall reflect against his shiny brown eyes as they teared up.


  He pulled her to him and kissed her hard on the mouth. She could smell his salty sweat as he pressed against her. He kissed her like he was hungry for her, like at any moment he would rip her apart and eat her. She couldn’t move away because he had her pinned against the wall. The metal buckles of her overalls made a clinking sound as he unfastened them. Juliet was suddenly very much aware of where this was going. Her feelings for him were tepid at best, and she was not anywhere near wanting to do this particular activity with him. She pushed him back a little bit to get him to stop while holding up the front of her overalls with one hand.


  “Jim, Jim,” she panted, after the kissing battle, “slow down, Jim.”


  Jim seemed to be breathing heavy, either from exertion or excitement. “I want you,” he said simply.


  “Jim,” she repeated, refastening her clothes, “I don’t know how I feel, I’m not sure.” She was sure, though, that she was not doing the nasty in the pipe.


  “This is how I feel,” he said, leading her hand to his crotch.


  Juliet pulled her hand away and stepped to the side to get a little distance between her and Jim. “Just,” she stumbled on her words, “let me, let me think about it, okay.” She started jogging away from him. Jim slid down the wall until he was sitting on the floor and gave out a big breath. She kept going and didn’t look back until she was at the main hall. When she did look back, she saw Jim’s figure slumped over. Even though she couldn’t see his face, he looked so sad there sitting alone.
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  When Juliet got back to her dorm, she was glad to see Cass there. She collapsed onto her bed saying, “Man, Cass, I’m so happy to see you. I really need to talk with someone about the whole Jim thing.”


  Cass was in her own world, reading something on her micro tab while sitting in her bed. “What’s there to talk about? You like him, he likes you, end of story.”


  “Cass,” Juliet said in a whine. “Please. He practically jumped me at the pipe just now. I have no idea why he would think that would be okay.” Juliet gave her pillow a tight hug. She wasn’t sure if she was ready for a relationship with him but was certain she didn’t want to take things that fast.


  Cass slammed her micro tab into her bed. “Juliet,” she scolded, “please, stop talking about Jim! If you don’t want to date him, then tell him and just let us all move on!”


  “Fine.” Juliet pouted. She knew Cass was sick of her talking about Jim, but she didn’t expect Cass’s angry reaction. Then she remembered how Derrick acted when he arrived at the Kaufman bunk to escort them to casino night. “Well,” she said, “can you at least tell me what’s up with Derrick?”


  “What about him?” Cass still had an aloof tone.


  “You, him. The over-the-top display of affection?”


  “Oh, right,” Cass said with a smile. “We’re fuck buddies.”


  “What?” Juliet had heard the term before but never used to describe any of her friends. “But I thought you were just friends.”


  “We are just friend. Friends who screw.”


  “Really?” Juliet asked.


  “No, I’m messing with you,” Cass said. She was still concentrating on reading her micro tab. Juliet didn’t know what to believe.


  “Why not just date Derrick?”


  “No way,” Cass said. “I can’t see myself with him. I mean, he’s cute, but not that cute. And his whole brainy thing is just annoying after a while. In the end, I just want to keep him as a friend.”


  Juliet had a hard time wrapping her head around the whole thing. She thought about it for a while before asking; “So what else happened after you left casino night. You mentioned when you got back that you saw Jim at the pipe.”


  “Oh, right.” Cass paused and smiled, savoring the memory. “Yeah, we went to the pipe and some people were there sharing some strong drinks and stuff. Jim came by.” Juliet decided not to press it, even though she could tell Cass wasn’t telling her everything.


  Juliet noticed the green light blinking on the corner of her micro tab which indicated that she had a new message. It was probably from Lauren. After their chat, Juliet didn’t want to spend more time with Cass. She got up and grabbed her micro tab and told Cass, “I’m going to the center to read. I’ll be back for lights out.”


  “Ok, later,” Cass said, absorbed again in her own micro tab.
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  Juliet got cozy in an armchair at the center before she powered on her micro tab. She had two new messages, one from Lauren and the other from Avery. She was so surprised she got a message from Avery, she opened it first.


  Dearest Juliet Morse,


  I enjoyed our discussions the last couple of days and was hoping you would indulge me in a discussion of other mathematical curiosities. I think you have the analytic mind to find my hobby amusing. If this sounds like something you would like to do, please let me know. I am free Wednesday evening and have reserved a table at the cafe for us.


  Yours, Avery Graves


  Juliet was excited that it was in invitation to spend more time with Avery one on one. She was pretty sure the cafe didn’t make reservations, so maybe he meant that part as a joke. Drinks at the cafe sounded more like a date than a platonic discussion, and she wondered what Avery’s intentions were. She decided to go ahead and message him back. She tried to keep it simple:


  Hey Avery,


  Math curiosities sound good. I’ll meet you at the cafe after dinner service on Wednesday. I look forward to it!


  Yours, Juliet


  Next, she opened the letter from Lauren. This one was significantly longer.


  My dear Juliet,


  I have to admit I read your last message a million times before I finally got a chance to reply to it. I can’t believe the night you had! I’ve always carried a flame for Avery for your sake. I can’t believe the two of you snuck away together, broke into the kitchen, and had an intimate meal of burnt pancakes. (swoon) And that it was all his idea! And all those personal questions he asked you? He is definitely interested in you girl! I wish I could get a hot older man to break into anything just to make me some hot flipping pancakes. Sorry, I’m letting myself get carried away. My bad. Moving on.


  I wish I had all the boy drama in my life that you have in yours. I envy your crazy situation. Grant has been pretty chill recently. He’s actually started tutoring me in physics, and I am doing MUCH better in that class now. He has a way of explaining it differently from the book, and even a little different than the professor does in class, and it just really seems to make sense to me. You know, I’m starting to really like the guy. He’s so much less annoying when he isn’t trying so hard to win me over. If this keeps going well, I might give him another shot. We’ll have to wait and see.


  Notice I haven’t said anything about Derrick, because, What. The. Hell.


  Moving on...


  I’ve been reading the news a lot recently and some of it is pretty concerning. I would like to tell you about it, but am not quite sure how. There’s this man, and he’s got this really bad idea concerning SS14. He’s got a plan, and in order for his plan to work, he has to take away from other projects. It’s hard to explain in a message. I’ll try harder to get you the info in my next message. Just, keep me updated on how things are going with you.


  I feel like I’ve written you a novel. Take care of yourself, girl.


  Always and forever yours, Lauren


  Juliet wondered what the news at SS5 could say about Refuge. The news she read here never mentioned the other SS. It was really odd now that she thought about it. It was like Refuge was totally self-contained with no news about the outside coming in. None except for the messages from Lauren. Juliet was glad for those.
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  Juliet didn’t talk much to any of her friends the next couple of days. After casino night, Cass was being pretty cold toward her and Juliet wasn’t sure why. She and Cass had always been inseparable friends, and Juliet felt pretty lost without her. She wasn’t sure who she could talk to.


  During her morning shift, Wanda showed Juliet how to use a soft paintbrush to pollinate the new strawberry flowers. The two women were kneeling next to the yellow plot, methodically dabbing a brush into each flower center, then dabbing another flower, and back to the first.


  “Strawberries can self-pollinate,” Wanda explained, “but the pollen from the stamen still needs help reaching the stigma. In nature, we would normally have bees help us with this part. The strawberry is actually the carrier for the seeds, but in order for the plant to fruit, these little flowers need to be pollinated first.”


  Juliet had already learned most of this while studying biology in general education, but she enjoyed listening to Wanda’s explanations.


  “Speaking of male and female, what’s going on with you and Jim? From here it looks like you two have cooled off a bit. You want to talk about it?”


  “I don’t know,” Juliet said, walking around the first row of plants to reach the second row. “He seemed so keen on taking me to the Homecoming casino night and was a perfect gentleman leading up to it, but then that night, his focus was totally on the poker tournament and he left without me. I mean, he did apologize for it, but I feel like he wasn’t telling me the whole story of what happened after we lost each other that night.”


  “So, you’re saying the two of you had a bad night?”


  Juliet stopped pollinating flowers for a second to think. She knelt back down, touching the next flower before responding. “I wasn’t too sure about dating him to begin with.”


  “I won’t tell you what to do,” Wanda said, “but I strongly believe in being honest with people. If you don’t want to date Jim, you need to tell him and not just lead him on. But if you do like him, forgive him for his transgressions on that evening, and just do better in the future.”


  Juliet didn’t really like what Wanda had said but admitted that Wanda had a point. She sighed and said, “You’re right. I just need to let it go. Thanks for listening.”


  “You’re welcome, missy,” Wanda said as she stood up. “I’m going to let you finish up here with the rest of the flowers. I need to go over time sheets and such.”


  Juliet continued working on the flowers. She looked around trying to see where in the conservatory Jim was. On the far side, she could see him and the three other hands picking oranges. She wondered if Jim knew he was picking sunshine.
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  Juliet sat down with Jim, Cass, and Derrick at dinner. She was excited about meeting Avery at the cafe afterward, but she decided she wouldn’t tell her friends about it.


  “Juliet,” Derrick said, “Did you know that all the messages that come into Refuge are read and monitored?” He rubbed his hands together and raised his eyebrows, making him look like a plotting villain.


  “What?” she asked, her glass of water poised at her mouth, ready for her to drink. “That can’t be true.”


  “Really?” Cass gushed, “But Juliet gets all those messages from her pen pal, Lauren. Do you mean that you read them?” She looked at Derrick emphasizing the word ‘you’.


  “I personally handle all of them,” he said giving Juliet a mischievous grin.


  “You know about all of the silly boy troubles she has?” Cass asked. Derrick nodded in agreement.


  “I’m no trouble, right, Jules?” Jim asked.


  Juliet started to feel like this conversation had been scripted like her friends were working together against her.


  “She’s a complete angel who just sneaks away with an older man when she gets the chance,” Cass added.


  Juliet felt her face flush and her hands trembled in anger. She would know about it if someone was reading her messages, right? Surely they weren’t open for everyone to read. Certainly, Derrick, who was still doing school, wasn’t permitted to read everyone’s messages. But it sounded like they all knew Juliet’s secrets, and she always shared them with Lauren. Juliet couldn’t think of a single thing to say to defend herself, so she just sat there in dumb silence.


  “It’s okay, Juliet,” Derrick reassured her, “I won’t make a big deal about the crush you have on me. Big Jim here will understand.”


  Juliet couldn’t take it anymore. She got up and grabbed her mostly uneaten tray and brought it to the window before leaving. She felt like a robot just going through the motions. Once she was safely out of the cafeteria, she let her anger break through and shed a few tears. On the bright side, since she left early she had time to go back to the restroom and wash her face before meeting Avery at the cafe.


  After staring at her dripping reflection in the mirror for a few moments, Juliet decided to go to her dorm and change. Once there, she slipped out of her work overalls and put on her casual scrub pants. She thought about switching into her scrub shirt as well, but everywhere in Refuge seemed colder today, and her work shirt had long sleeves and was warmer, so she kept it on. Cass kept the beet liquid they had made for casino night in a little vial on her desk, and Juliet went ahead and applied a drop on her lips and returned the vial. She noticed her own micro tab was sitting on Cass’s desk, and the green new message light was blinking. Juliet powered it up and read the new message:


  


  Juliet,


  You left your micro tab on this morning while you were getting ready, and I couldn’t help myself and read your most recent message from Lauren. Then when Derrick mentioned that command censors all incoming messages, I thought about what Lauren wrote, and we played a cruel trick on you. Jim was so mad about what happened at the pipe the other night, he thought this would be a fun way to get back at you. I’m so sorry, we shouldn’t have done that. I realize I haven’t been a very good friend recently, and you didn’t get to share your side of events. I know Jim can be a pig sometimes, and I shouldn’t have gone along with it and told everyone what was in Lauren’s message. I didn’t tell them the part about Avery though.


  I’m just, really, really, sorry.


  Your best-y for life, Cass


  Juliet felt a little better. She was mad at Cass for betraying her trust but wanted to tell her everything in that message to begin with. Maybe not the part about Derrick, but after rereading Lauren’s message, there wasn’t much to go on. Juliet powered off her micro tab and set in on her own desk. She needed to head out to the cafe. Avery was probably already there waiting for her.
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  Avery sat at one of the cafe tables. He had a cup of coffee already and a bag slung over the back of his chair. In front of him on the table was a large chocolate bar.


  “Hi,” Juliet said when she approached the table. Avery was lost in thought, but he looked up and a warm smile spread across his face.


  “Hello Juliet. Please sit down,” he said gesturing at the other chair at the table. “Would you like anything? Coffee, muffin, water?”


  Juliet started to get back up from the chair she just sat down in. “Oh, I can get it myself,” she said.


  “No, no, my treat. I insist.”


  “Oh, okay,” Juliet said lowering back into her seat. “I would love a blueberry muffin and some water.” She was still hungry since she had all but skipped eating when she left dinner early.


  “I’ll go get those for you,” Avery said as he got up out of his chair. He went over to the bar and ordered Juliet’s muffin and water while Juliet sat at the table looking at the still wrapped chocolate bar laid out on the table.


  He placed the tall glass of ice water and the plate containing her warmed muffin in front of her before sitting back down in his chair. Juliet spread her napkin on her lap and started picking at her muffin.


  “I thought I’d show you a puzzle,” Avery said as he unwrapped the bar of chocolate. It was one of the large bars they sold at the candy shop in the boutique that was composed of little squares that could be easily broken apart. “I have this grid of chocolate that is four squares wide and six squares long. The two of us will play this game. On a turn, you break the bar of chocolate along one of the lines, and eat one of the resulting pieces.” He split the bar into two halves, but instead of eating one, he set it aside at the edge of their table. “Then you give it to the other person and they take a turn. When the bar cannot be broken apart again, the person who made the last break wins.” He gave Juliet half of the chocolate bar.


  “So the person who breaks it into a one by one square, and passes that single square to the other player, is the winner.”


  “That is correct.”


  Juliet looked at the two by three rectangle of chocolate she held. “I could break this apart in a few ways. I could break it along here,” she said pointing at one of the lines in the chocolate, “and pass you a one by three rectangle, but then you’ll be able to break off a single piece and hand that back so I’d lose. Similarly, I could break it here and give you a one by two rectangle, and again you’d break off a single piece and I’d also lose. So, I’ll break it here,” Juliet said as she snapped the bar, setting aside part of it, “and give you this two by two square.”


  “Exactly,” Avery said. She could see the spark of excitement in his eyes as he shared the puzzle. “I have no choice but to break it in half to give you a one by two rectangle.”


  “And I break that in half and give you the one by one square, and I win.” Juliet completed the game and triumphantly handed Avery the last little square of chocolate.


  “As the winner, I will let you eat the entire bar,” he said, handing her the foil wrapper with all the pieces he’d broken off on it. “There is a strategy for the first player of this game. In fact, the strategy would work for any sized rectangular chocolate bar as long as it didn’t start with the same number of columns as rows.”


  “Wait, does that mean you let me win?” she asked.


  “Maybe,” he said, flipping his hands palms-up. “But only for demonstrative purposes. My question for you is: What is the first player’s strategy?”


  Juliet thought for a moment, trying to decide how the game worked. “If the first player broke the chocolate down to a one by whatever row, then the second player would break off a single block and win. If the first player broke the chocolate down to a two by whatever row, the second player could break off the two by two piece, and I know that would also make the second player win.”


  “In both those scenarios, what did the second player do that made her win?” he asked, raising an eyebrow to let her know that she was close to a solution.


  “She broke it into a square?” Juliet asked.


  “Precisely!”


  “Oh I get it,” she exclaimed. “The first player has to break it into a square. Then the second player can’t make it into a smaller square with only one break, so the second player has to break it into a smaller rectangle.”


  “Right! Since the chocolate bar always has integer values for the number of columns and rows, eventually it will be reduced down to the smallest square of one by one.”


  “And if the first player keeps that strategy the whole game, she will win.”


  “Very good,” Avery said. “It’s always nice to have an appreciative audience for my puzzles.”


  Juliet nodded in agreement. “Yeah,” she said, “that was all pretty cool. Certainly more interesting than the gardening stuff I do all day.”


  “I know I previously brought this up,” Avery said. “But I could put in a good word for you if you wanted to switch into continued education and do engineering. It’s not completely unheard of for young people to switch professions if they fall into one that’s a bad fit.”


  “I don’t know,” she said, letting out a sigh. “I wouldn’t say that the conservatory is a bad fit. Plus, I really like Wanda. She’s been such a great mentor to me.”


  “You got me there,” he said with a smile, “Wanda is one sharp woman. But just because you look up to her doesn’t mean you have to work for her.”


  “Have people actually switched professions before?” Juliet asked.


  “It’s happened,” Avery said, tilting his head a little to the side. “Command likes to keep it quiet, that sometimes people do switch. It’s a little tricky logistically, but I know a few people who have changed careers. And if you did it now, you could easily catch up with the studies. You wouldn’t have to wait for the new classes next year.”


  Juliet was surprised that Avery kept applying pressure on her to do engineering. Why wouldn’t he just accept that Juliet wanted to do something else? She admitted her reason for choosing the conservatory over something that she was naturally good at was pretty flimsy, but it was still her decision.


  “I heard today,” Juliet started, “that command reads our incoming messages. Is that true?”


  Avery looked up over the rim of his mug as he sipped his coffee and placed it down. He paused like he was deciding how much to tell her. “Yes, they do. Anything sent to an addressee in Refuge from outside is read by command.”


  “Why?” Juliet asked.


  Avery frowned, looking down at his coffee. He gave her a partial answer. “They aren’t trying to spy on the population. There are reasons.”


  “Like what?” Juliet persisted.


  Avery sighed before telling her, “There’s a lot that goes on in Refuge. A lot of... metaphorical gears need to turn together smoothly in order for our society to endure. Part of engineering means we get to peek behind the curtain and see parts of that machinery working behind the scenes. That’s part of the reason I’ve been encouraging you to switch to the engineering path. There are truths about Refuge you would learn that I think you should know. Things that, where you currently are, I really can’t discuss with you.”


  Juliet felt like she’d been kicked in the stomach. She had been so open with Avery, and now he was basically throwing the rule book in her face. She picked and ate the last crumb from her muffin. Finally, she said, “I’ll think about switching to continued education. Let me think about it.”


  “That’s all I can ask.” He said with a big smile, showing the beginnings of crinkles around his eyes.


  Juliet didn’t stop to think before she blurted out, “How old are you?” She immediately felt embarrassed when Avery let out a hearty laugh.


  “I’m forty-one,” he replied when he stopped laughing. He didn’t need to ask Juliet her age; he had taught her math class when she was in general education just a few years back. Juliet blushed and stared at her empty glass of water. “Are you finished with those?” Avery asked gesturing at her plate and glass.


  “Yes,” Juliet said. Avery brought their empty dishware back to the bar then returned to the table and put his bag on his shoulder, ready to leave.


  “I had the morning off, and have to go work the evening shift, so I need to head on my way. It was truly a pleasure meeting with you today. If I haven’t completely bored you with my drivel, I would love to do this again sometime.”


  “Yes,” Juliet said immediately, “I would like that.”


  “Alright, great.” His tone seemed more business like now than when they had been sitting discussing chocolate. “I will send you a message and let you know when and where.” He held his hand out for what Juliet thought was a handshake but surprised her when he took her hand in his and placed a kiss on the back of her hand. He gave her a brief, “Goodbye” before walking away.


  Juliet let out a huge breath, unaware that she had been holding it. She was already looking forward to next time.


  [image: ***]


  Lauren was pacing around her dorm, unable to sit still because she was so agitated. Her roommate left a while ago, unable to study with the constant pacing. Lauren needed to study as well, but this time more than procrastination kept her from her work. Lives were at stake.


  On her desk was the source of her agitation: a copy of today’s newspaper. The cover headline read, “Win for Washington D.C. Rebuild Project”. Senator Stanley Kane had successfully gotten his bill through the House and Senate and the next step was for the president to sign it, and Senator Kane was quoted in the article as saying that he, “had the support of the president,” and, “was confident that the president would sign the bill into legislation.”


  There was an infographic alongside the article that showed a timeline for the Capitol rebuild project. The timeline started on October 31, 2044—Bill passes in both Senate and House. Next was November 10, 2044—deadline for President to sign into law. Further down the timeline, at January 1, 2045— funding for SS14 terminates, and then spring 2046— construction begins at the Washington D.C. site.


  Lauren had to help Juliet and the other residents of SS14 otherwise, in less than two months, they were completely on their own. She knew the first step would be to somehow let Juliet know what was happening. If messages to Refuge couldn’t mention the outside world, how much would Juliet even know about U.S. History, how their government works, or even the state of life above ground? How could she tell Juliet that the current president was ready to sign her death warrant?


  She kept pacing, unable to think of a solution. Lauren made herself sit down at the desk and start writing. She would find some way to tell Juliet. She had to.


  Juliet,


  Sit down. This is really important.


  There are rules to life in subterranean shelters, right? When we started living underground, rules were made to make sure life continues smoothly. Now, let’s say a new rule was made. Let’s pretend the new rule mandated for there to be lots of food at command. We only have limited resources, so even though the new rule is all fine and good for those in command who get to eat all the food, it sucks for the people working at the boutique, because they don’t get any food and they die. The people at command might really like the new rule because they don’t shop at the boutique and won’t notice the difference, but the people at the boutique still suffer.


  There is a new rule kind of like this, except much bigger. The benefit doesn’t affect SS14 but the drawback does. And it’s a horrible, no food, kind of drawback. Like, really really bad. This rule takes effect Jan 1, 2045— less than two months away!


  Please let me know if this doesn’t make sense. It’s super important.


  Yours, Lauren
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  When Juliet returned from her meeting with Avery, Cass was already in their dorm studying. She immediately stopped what she was doing and gave Juliet her full attention.


  “Hey, Juliet, did you get my message?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Juliet said, “I got it.”


  “I am soo sorry!” Cass said. She clasped her hands together and looked at Juliet through wide eyes. She seemed sincere.


  Juliet collapsed into her bed. After a moment, she responded saying, “I can’t believe you guys did that. I’ve been really struggling the past few days, and I just needed my best friend to talk to.”


  “Well, I’m here now. Spill.” Cass said.


  Juliet told Cass everything that happened at casino night including the poker tournament, running into Wanda and Avery, and how Avery broke into the kitchen and made pancakes. She also mentioned her encounter with Jim at the pipe on Monday and her meeting with Avery that she was just returning from.


  “Holy cow, Juliet!” Cass exclaimed. “Mr. Graves? He’s so much older than us. Why were you meeting with him?”


  “I don’t know,” Juliet said with a sigh. “There was that fire alarm a couple weeks ago, and it totally caught me off guard, and he saw me have kind of a breakdown and was there for me. And then later, he asked me about it, and all kinds of other personal stuff. He was just so non-threatening, I felt like I could really open up to him.”


  “He probably just wants to get into your pants,” Cass said with a smile. She gave her pillow a hug and let out a giggle.


  “I’m pretty sure he just wants to be friends,” Juliet said.


  “Right. Because an older man cozies up to a hot young co-ed impressing her with his intelligence because he just wants another friend.” Juliet scrunched her face. Avery’s calm demeanor and formal tone seemed to tell her just the opposite. “How did he say good-bye?” Cass pressed.


  “He asked if I wanted to meet him to talk about math again.”


  “Yes, but did he give you a hug or just a handshake?”


  Juliet paused for a moment. Maybe Cass was onto something. “He kissed my hand,” she said.


  “Oh my God, Juliet! That’s pretty obvious. All this math puzzle stuff is just foreplay engineer-style. He definitely wants to get busy with you.”


  “You didn’t seem to have a problem with Jim asking me out, and he only wants to get into my pants,” Juliet said. They both erupted into giggles. Juliet was glad she was able to connect with Cass again. She really needed this.


  “Okay,” Cass said stifling a giggle, “I’m not saying that I went there, but I totally went there. It’s not all bad!”


  “Went where?” Juliet asked. Her jaw dropped as she realized the meaning behind Cass’s words, “Wait, you mean with Jim? You and Jim?”


  “After finals last spring. I had a free period and nothing to do, and he was taking a break and has those muscles, and I totally couldn’t help myself.” Cass fell back onto her bed in a daze, like she was reliving the moment.


  “But if you were with Jim, why would you encourage me to date him?” Juliet asked.


  “Oh,” Cass said, sitting back up. “It was just the one time and I thought Jim would try to be an actual gentleman with you. Well, he did try at first. My mom loves those flowers he got you that you left at her bunk. But at the pipe, after casino night, we all got a little drunk and all he kept talking about how much he wanted to fondle your tits.”


  “Oh my goodness,” Juliet said. The green new message light caught her eye, and Juliet went ahead and powered on her micro tab to see if maybe it was Avery scheduling their next meet up. The new message was from Lauren. “Huh,” Juliet said, sitting down as she started reading the message. It was talking about rules, and something bad happening to Refuge.


  “What is it?” Cass asked. Juliet’s face looked concerned.


  “Come here,” she answered. “Read this. It’s from Lauren.”


  Cass got up and walked over to Juliet’s desk and read the message from over Juliet’s shoulder. “Do you think it’s a prank?” she asked.


  “No,” Juliet said. “Lauren doesn’t like pranks, and she sounds pretty serious. What do you think it’s all about?”


  “I don’t know,” Cass replied. “She talks about command. Maybe command made a new rule?”


  “Wait,” Juliet said, trying to put the pieces together in her mind. “Derrick told you that command reads messages. Why would they do that?”


  “I assumed just to censor language,” Cass said.


  “No, not that, because Lauren has sent some pretty foul stuff in her messages.” Juliet kept thinking aloud. “They probably censor them for content. Lauren might be so cryptic and vague because she knows her messages are being censored and could have certain content removed. But, what would command censor out? What could she have sent before that she knew was removed from her message that would make her so careful now?”


  Cass was having a hard time following Juliet’s logic. “What does Lauren usually write to you about? Other than boys?” Cass asked.


  “She always writes about boys, responds about my life,” Juliet said, “and once she started continued education she wrote about everything at school.”


  “Did she ever talk about her old school? Or her family and friends?” Cass asked.


  “No,” Juliet answered.


  “So, what makes school different now?” Cass asked.


  “She’s attending SS5U.” Juliet said each symbol not knowing how the students pronounced it.


  “Wait, school is just called ‘continued education’. SS5U makes it sound like a university. But a single SS couldn’t have enough people living there to call it a university, right?”


  Juliet realized Cass was onto something. “Lauren said there are like 150 people in SS5. They must all be there for school!”


  “That doesn’t make any sense,” Cass said.


  “No, it doesn’t.” Juliet wasn’t sure what it meant, but she recalled Avery telling her that there were truths about Refuge that Juliet didn’t know. She would have to ask Avery.
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  After two full days of pollination, the strawberries in the yellow plot didn’t require immediate attention. The tomatoes in the blue plot, however, were not as healthy and juicy as Wanda hoped. Juliet spent the morning taking soil samples around the blue plot and hoping something in their chemistry would reveal why the plants weren’t growing well. Wanda had a set of chemical indicators on one of the work tables and set up an array of test tubes ready for the soil samples when Juliet returned.


  Carefully, Juliet put each little clump of soil into a test tube, noting where each sample came from, and Wanda followed putting a drop or two of different indicators in different tubes to test the soil’s acidity, nitrogen levels, and other things Juliet was still learning about. Juliet marked down notes onto the conservatory computer, and they would look them over and decide where the soil was deficient, and what they would need to do to help the tomato plants.


  Once they had all their data in, Wanda looked over the notes, and then finally commented on Juliet’s listless attitude.


  “I though breaking out the chemistry set would get you really involved, missy, but you look plain old bored,” Wanda said.


  “I’m sorry,” Juliet said. She sat next to Wanda on the work bench, but was slumped over and had her head propped in her hands. “I’m just… thinking.”


  “Hopefully about the low nitrogen in the blue plot?” Wanda guessed. Clearly, something else was bothering Juliet.


  “No,” Juliet said, “I’m just…” She paused for a moment, trying to phrase her ennui in a way that wouldn’t hurt Wanda’s feelings. “I’m not sure if the conservatory is a good fit for me.”


  Wanda stopped looking at the numbers on the computer spreadsheet and set aside the array of test tubes so she could focus on Juliet. “I knew this would happen one day.”


  “You knew?” Juliet asked. “But how?” Juliet had only begun questioning her vocation, really questioning it, the day before.


  “Oh, you’ve got too much going on to be stuck in here,” Wanda replied. “Believe me, I was delighted to get such a talented young woman as my protégé, but I knew it wouldn’t last. You deserve to do more than just plants. You should be a doctor, or get a post at command.”


  Juliet was surprised this conversation was going so well. She had been mopey all morning because she thought Wanda would be upset by the news. “Well, maybe not command,” she said. “I was thinking about doing engineering.”


  “Well, command always pulls from engineering or security, so I expect to see you running this place one day,” Wanda said. “I knew if I put a bug in Avery’s ear, he would be able to convince you.”


  “Wait,” Juliet said, “you told Avery to convince me to leave the conservatory?” Juliet’s stomach dropped at the idea that Avery had been so persistent trying to get Juliet to switch only because Wanda had asked him to.


  “Oh, I merely mentioned to him at casino night that I thought you had a lot more potential and you should use your talents for greater things than just gardening,” Wanda replied. “He remembered you from the class he taught, and immediately agreed. I didn’t ask him to do anything.”


  Juliet felt apprehensive. She didn’t know what to think about her future, but everyone around her felt free to weigh in on what they expected of her. It was her decision in the end. “So,” she said, “how do I get started making the switch?”


  “I’ll get the paperwork started today,” Wanda said, “and we’ll have you in continued education by the end of next week.”


  “Thank you,” Juliet gushed, giving Wanda a hug. “I wish I could keep you as my mentor.”


  “Well,” Wanda said, “I will always be your mentor in life, if not always for work.”
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  Since she didn’t have classes on Fridays, Lauren left SS5U as soon as her last class finished on Thursday. She already had an overnight bag packed in her dorm, and after grabbing it, she took the long exit hall out of the shelter and waited at the bus stop. Even though her last class on Thursdays was a lab that stretched into the evening, emerging from underground to the fresh air and starry night sky still felt incredibly refreshing. All the best parties at Boston University were held on Thursday nights, and Lauren needed a break on the surface after spending four whole days underground.


  Before long, the SS5U shuttle stopped in front of her stop, and Lauren got on and rode it to the nearest subway station. Just a quick jaunt down the green line and she would be on the Boston U campus and then she’d head for the fraternity houses. Some of her English classmates were going to the Delt party that night and she thought she would check it out.


  She easily found the right house from the blasting music and colored lights flashing through the windows. A big guy, probably a member of the hockey team, stopped her at the door.


  “ID,” he barked at her.


  “Yeah, sure,” Lauren said, digging through her bag. She found her drivers’ license and flashed it at the bouncer.


  He took a sharpie from his pocket and drew an X on the back of her hand saying, “If we catch you drinking, you’ll get kicked out.” Lauren nodded in agreement and started walking in when he stopped her again. “You can’t bring in that big bag.” He pointed behind him, and on the wicker couch at the end of the porch sat a pile of backpacks from the other party-goers.


  “Right,” Lauren said as she gave him her overnight bag before disappearing into the party. On a cold night like this, the keg would be in the back outside where it wouldn’t need ice or refrigeration. She only made it halfway through the house before running into one of her classmates.


  “You’re in my English class,” the French exchange student declared in her thick accent. She was tall and had dark skin and wore all black, making her almost disappear into the dark party.


  “Oh! Hi!” Lauren exclaimed. She saw her classmate had a red cup filled with beer in her hand. “I could really use a drink.”


  “Please, take mine,” her classmate said, holding her cup out for Lauren to take. “It tastes like piss.”


  “Thanks,” Lauren said, “but I’ve been marked.” She pointed at the X on her hand.


  “Zut alors. Just go to the toilet and wash it off. That is what I did. Of course, black ink on black skin, easy to remove.”


  “Thank you,” Lauren said, accepting the cup. She snuck over to the bathroom, and after a bit of scrubbing, the X faded noticeably. In the dark party, no one would be able to tell it had ever been there. When she left the restroom, Lauren didn’t see her classmate anywhere and decided to go outside anyway and check out the keg. By the time she made it to the back deck, she finished the first cup of beer. She got a refill and quickly drank that one as well. From inside, she could hear a loud drinking game and went to check it out.


  As the weeks passed, Lauren found it harder and harder to stay underground on the SS5U campus every day. None of the dorms or lecture halls had windows, and even though the student center had skylights, there was no fresh air. She had no idea how Juliet did it, living underground with no breaks, but Juliet wouldn’t have to do it much longer. The bill had been signed by the president. Lauren looked up the news on the internet earlier that day.


  There was no outrage over the passing of the bill. Instead, it was just a normal day; students went to their classes, professors hung out in their offices working on research, and everyone watched the clock ticking, waiting for the day to end and the weekend to start. There had to be some way to let Juliet know that her home was not self-sufficient and all the aid that kept them alive was ending. But right now, all Lauren wanted to do was feel numb.


  After countless refills, Lauren finally decided to head home. Since her parents’ apartment wasn’t too far, the taxi ride would be cheap. As she left, a different person was manning the door in and asked her, “You heading out alone?”


  “I don’t live far.” She knew she was answering the wrong question.


  “Let me call the safe ride,” he said. “Just, stay here.” He took his phone out of his pocket and pressed a button before saying into the phone, “Yes, I’ve got a woman leaving the Delt house that needs a ride. Thank you.”


  Lauren grabbed her overnight bag from the pile of bags that now spilled over the front of the wicker sofa down onto the porch. A minute later a van with “Boston U” plastered on the side stopped in front of the frat house, picked Lauren up and drove her to her parents’ apartment.
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  Later that evening, Juliet was reading on her micro tab in the center. A lot of residents at Refuge posted journal entries on the shared network for anyone to read and comment on, and Juliet wanted to learn as much as possible about what she would be getting into by making the switch to continued education. She read about how competitive the selection for junior command was, and that there was yet to be a woman serving in senior command at Refuge. If she went all the way, like Wanda had said, Juliet could even be the first woman captain of Refuge. Juliet smiled at the thought when she was interrupted.


  “Hello Juliet.” She recognized his voice and looked up to see Avery. He was still wearing his uniform with a light jacket over it. “Wanda told me the good news.”


  “Damn.” Juliet blushed not meaning to use strong language. “Word travels fast. We only just talked about it earlier today.”


  “Well, she was excited for you,” Avery said. “She must have sent me a message immediately after you two talked about it.”


  “She said I could maybe make command one day,” Juliet added.


  “I wouldn’t be surprised. I’m so proud of you, Juliet.”


  His smile made Juliet feel warm. She loved the way the corners of his pale eyes crinkled every time he smiled, even though it emphasized that he was older than her. Juliet wanted him to sit and continue talking with her. She moved from the middle of one of the center sofas, sliding to one side to make room for Avery saying, “Would you like to sit?”


  “I would.” He sat on the other end of the sofa, a nice platonic distance from Juliet.


  She wanted to tell him about the message from Lauren but realized maybe somewhere busy like the center wasn’t the best place to bring it up. She looked around her to see other groups of people and individuals absorbed in their own business, but Juliet still didn’t want to be overheard.


  “Actually,” she said leaning toward Avery, “I wanted to talk to you about something, but I don’t really want to share it out in the open. Is there somewhere private we could talk?” Juliet realized Refuge was a generally small place and finding somewhere private would be a tall order. Perhaps Avery would take her back to his dorm and prove that Cass was right about his intentions.


  Avery looked away and took a deep breath as he thought about Juliet’s request. “School is out for the day, so the classrooms should be empty. I still teach the occasional math class and have the key.”


  “The same key you have for the kitchen?” she asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “No,” Avery chuckled. “This one is a real key that fits into a real lock.”


  “Okay, let’s go.”


  She followed Avery over to the children’s wing where all the classrooms and day care were situated. From reading journal entries from continued education students, Juliet knew that continued education was mostly self-led classes and the students met for lecture and tutoring in command. She wondered idly if Avery would lead any of those lectures or give Juliet individual tutoring. Avery pulled out the key for one of the classrooms and unlocked the door. They stepped into the room and Avery went ahead and locked the door behind them.


  The room had chalkboards in front and one side, all of which had lots of mathematic equations covering them. Looking around, Juliet saw multiplication and a little bit of beginning algebra. She felt like the whole world had opened up to her when she was twelve and first learned that letters could be used in math. She loved that an equation could be true and manipulated to find out what values the ‘x’ could take. Cass and Jim had treated the introduction of the alphabet into math as the end of the world, raising their hands in defeat and allowing their grades to plummet.


  Avery gravitated toward the instructor’s desk and sat in the chair behind it. Juliet didn’t want to sit at a student desk like she was his pupil, so she walked up next to Avery and sat on the instructor desk facing him instead. He turned his chair and looked up at her. “What did you want to talk about, Juliet?”


  She told Avery about Lauren and how they had started as pen pals and had continued corresponding, her cryptic message about rules, and what Cass and Juliet had figured about Lauren’s school.


  “You brought your micro tab with you,” Avery observed. “Do you mind if I read this message from your friend Lauren?”


  “Sure, that’s fine,” Juliet said as she powered up her micro tab. She pulled up the message from Lauren and handed it over to Avery. He sat quietly reading through the message, and when he finished, he handed the micro tab back to Juliet.


  Avery let out a slow breath. He glanced down at his hands clasped in his lap, looked briefly up at Juliet, then stared at his hands some more. Juliet was picking up that Avery knew more than he was going to tell, but she couldn’t figure out if Lauren’s message had any new information Avery didn’t already know. She wondered if she was blowing the message out of proportion, trying to make something out of nothing. On the other hand, Avery could know everything about what Lauren was trying to tell Juliet and he just wouldn’t let Juliet in on any of the details.


  Finally, after what felt to Juliet like forever, Avery asked, “Where did you say Lauren goes to school?”


  “SS5U,” Juliet replied.


  Avery paused another moment looking around the room before looking back to Juliet. “There were sixty-five subterranean shelters,” he finally said. “Refuge is subterranean shelter fourteen.”


  “I knew Refuge was fourteen,” Juliet said, “but I didn’t know there were so many.”


  “I didn’t know there were people living in any other SS,” Avery said, scratching his chin with his hand, clearly in deep thought.


  “Wait, what?” she asked.


  “I guess there might be,” he said.


  “Well of course there are. Where else would Lauren live?”


  “I don’t know,” he said


  Juliet was getting agitated by how cryptic Avery was being. “You don’t know, or you won’t tell me?” she asked.


  He glanced up at her, his calm demeanor at this point just making her angry. “I don’t know everything, Juliet. I don’t know where your friend lives.”


  “Well she can’t be on the surface,” Juliet said, “because of the nuclear winter.”


  “We actually don’t know what the surface is like,” Avery said.


  “If we don’t know what it’s like, how will we know when it’s safe to leave?” she asked.


  “It’s more complicated than that.” She was certain Avery knew more than he was saying, and she had hoped that he would be a little more open with her after she had shared so much with him. Juliet was so frustrated by his non-answers to her question, she was ready to pull her hair out. She slid down off the desk, planting her feet next to Avery’s chair.


  “She obviously knows more than I do,” Juliet said. “Something is going on and she’s trying to warn me, but she must know her messages are being censored to hell and whatever she wants to tell me won’t reach me.”


  “I don’t know what she is referring to,” he said, his voice still low and calm.


  “Of course you don’t,” Juliet said clenching her fists. She stomped over to the chalkboard, grabbed an eraser, and started haphazardly erasing numbers and equations off the board.


  Avery stood up while watching Juliet go at the chalkboard with her eraser. After a little while, he said gently, “Juliet, please stop.” Juliet stopped erasing and put her eraser back in the tray, but she couldn’t turn away from the chalkboard. She was mad at herself for even bringing Lauren’s message to Avery. She should have known he wouldn’t be any help. She continued standing there facing the chalkboard fuming as Avery approached her and placed his hands on her shoulders and gave them a little squeeze. “Juliet, can you face me?” He let go of her shoulders and she slowly turned to face him. He reached out and held her hands in his own and said, “Look at me, please.”


  Juliet looked up at his face. He had such an honest face. That was why she had thought of him when she was so troubled by the message. “Your friend is concerned about you, and I’m not sure what she is referring to, but it isn’t anything I already know about. I think it would be wise to ask her for more information. There is no censorship on outgoing messages, so ask her questions or come up with code words. I wish I could tell you the answers to all your questions, but I either can’t, or just don’t know enough.” Juliet pouted. She hadn’t really thought about asking Lauren for more information or making a code. Of course, she should have done that first if only she had stopped to think before showing the message to Avery.


  “Don’t be mad at me,” Avery said just above a whisper. “I can’t stand to have a beautiful young woman mad at me.” Being called beautiful had the immediate effect of making Juliet smile. Avery placed a finger under Juliet’s chin and smiled back. “There’s a smile,” he said. He pulled her into a hug saying, “I really am so proud of you, Juliet.” Juliet could feel his scratchy stubble against her cheek. She held onto him, not wanting to let go.
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  Even though she knew the paperwork might take a while to go through, Juliet’s switch to continued education happened pretty fast. Over the weekend she was able to check out all of the textbooks she would need for the first semester of studies. She had already told Cass she was switching, and Derrick heard from his professor. Jim was the only one of her close friends that she hadn’t told yet. She meant to have an honest conversation with him about their short romance but never felt like the time was right. She couldn’t find the courage to talk about it.


  And now, it was her last day at the conservatory. Linda was serving a special dinner at her bunk that night even though it was only a Tuesday, and even Avery sent Juliet a message saying he would like to do something to celebrate. Today was Juliet’s last chance to talk to Jim before the switch happened.


  Wanda had Juliet on pretty easy work duty for her last day. Juliet sat at one of the worktables reading over a spreadsheet of yields from the blue plot. Wanda asked her to see if she could spot any trends over time, which was an unnecessary task since the conservatory computer would pick up any and all trends. Still, Wanda was a big believer in becoming familiar with all aspects of the conservatory and being able to anticipate the needs of the plants. Juliet thought it was a silly philosophy, but kept that opinion to herself since staring at spreadsheets was a simple task.


  Juliet hugged herself as she read through the next page of information. She felt chilly, which was not a usual feeling under all of the sun lamps. She could swear that Refuge had been getting colder recently. Glancing over at Wanda in her work overalls and a fluffy green sweater on top confirmed Juliet’s notion that it was indeed pretty cool that day.


  Wanda came over to Juliet’s worktable to check on her. “Everything okay, missy?” she asked.


  “Yeah, just a little cold,” Juliet said.


  “I’m going to address the elephant in the room since it’s your last day,” Wanda began. “Have you talked to Jim?”


  “No,” Juliet replied, “not yet.”


  “He deserves to hear it from you,” Wanda said.


  “I know,” Juliet said, slumping forward as she hugged herself tighter.


  “Go, talk to him right now.” She said it sternly enough that Juliet was sure this was an order. She got up from the work table leaving the spreadsheets with Wanda. Jim was breaking up soil in the red plot when Juliet timidly approached him.


  “Hey Jim,” she said, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear.


  “I’m a little busy,” he replied.


  “I know,” Juliet said, ready to resign, but instead she forced herself to continue. “Wanda wanted me to come talk to you. I mean, I need to talk to you.”


  Jim stopped working for a moment and looked at Juliet. “What is it, Jules?”


  “Today is my last day,” she said. “At the conservatory,” she added not sure she made sense.


  “Is that it?” Jim asked, picking his hoe back up to get back to work.


  “Well, no,” Juliet responded.


  “Then what?” Jim asked, talking at the dirt he was working.


  “I didn’t do right by you, Jim,” she said.


  Jim stopped and let his hoe fall and clatter onto the ground. “Let’s go talk in the shed,” he said wiping sweat from his brow with his dirty hand.


  He led her into the shed where all the gardening tools were housed. Juliet was glad he left the door propped open. The shed was claustrophobic enough without having an obvious escape route.


  She finally told Jim everything she meant to tell him. “I shouldn’t have accepted your invitation to Homecoming casino night without telling you that I didn’t want to change our friendship. I wasn’t really ready for anything romantic, and I just kind of let Cass push me into it and let events happen the way they did. I should have been honest with you from the beginning.”


  “So now you’re leaving the conservatory because you can’t stand me?” Jim asked. He had his arms crossed in front of him. Juliet felt like she partially deserved his aggressive attitude.


  “I’m not leaving because of you. This just wasn’t the best fit for me. I’m going to do continued education and go into engineering, maybe even into command one day.”


  Jim relaxed his posture, and if Juliet wasn’t mistaken, actually started to smile. “Ah, Jules,” he said, “I always knew you were too good for this pile of dirt. Just promise to remember all your friends in lowly places when you get to be Captain one day.”


  “Thanks, Jim,” she said, relieved the conversation was going so well. Jim held out his arms for a hug, so Juliet stepped in to give him a good squeeze, ignoring how grimy and sweaty he was. Jim kissed her cheek then gave her a short peck on the lips.


  “When do you start your education stuff?” he asked.


  “Tomorrow. You know, Linda and Scott are having a dinner get together tonight. Cass invited Derrick. You should come too.”


  “Sure Jules,” Jim said, “I can join you all for dinner. But right now, I had better get back to work.” He turned, left the shed, and found the hoe he left lying on the dirt. Juliet left the shed and saw Wanda had been watching them. Juliet gave her a thumbs up to let her know it went well. Wanda smiled nodding, then pointed at the pile of spreadsheets, indicating Juliet should also get back to work.
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  She could not leave the dorm like this. Juliet looked at her reflection in the mirror mounted on the outside of their closet door. She had picked up the continued education uniform, the same as the one used for engineering and command, on her way home from the conservatory the previous day.


  Cass came into their room returning from the shower. “Cass, I cannot wear this!” Juliet whined, turning to the side so that Cass could see her uniform.


  “I don’t see anything wrong with it,” Cass said, rummaging through her dresser for her own uniform.


  “It barely buttons over my boobs,” Juliet said, gesturing at her chest. The white collared shirt was straining between the top few buttons showing windows of cleavage and Juliet’s bra.


  “Oh, yeah. I guess that could be a problem,” Cass acknowledged.


  “What should I do?”


  “I don’t know. My mom is the wardrobe expert. She could help you pin it shut or something.”


  “I’ve got to do something right now. I don’t have time to go see her at the medical wing.”


  “Oh, I know,” Cass said, digging some more through her dresser and pulling out a thin gray sweater. “Wear this on top of it. Just say you’re cold.”


  “Ugh, you are brilliant, Cass,” Juliet said taking the sweater and pulling it over her shirt. She could still see the outline of the gaping button up shirt, but not her bra underneath and that would work for now. With a quick goodbye to Cass, Juliet grabbed her bag, which was already filled with her new textbooks and micro tab, and headed out toward command.


  There weren’t a lot of people in continued education, no more than eight at one time, so none of the material was taught in classes. Most of the learning was self-study, and occasionally there were lectures for all the students. Some of the engineers and junior command would make themselves available for tutoring. The head of education, Professor White, acted as a mentor to all of the students, and he was the one who graded their assignments. Juliet was supposed to find Professor White and check in with him before going to the study room in command and starting her studies.


  Juliet popped into the study room which felt more like an office. It had a few desks, a small sofa, and a few filing cabinets. Derrick and another student were already there. “Hey, Juliet,” Derrick greeted. “This is Tom,” he said pointing to the other student.


  “Hi,” Juliet said, tucking a strand of loose hair behind her ear. She recognized Tom as one of the students in her year of general education. “Good to see you, Tom. I’m looking for Professor White. I thought I would drop off my bag first. These books are heavy.”


  “White was just here,” Tom said. He wore the same black frame glasses as Derrick, but Tom’s glasses seemed to magnify his eyes. “He went to get a drink of water and should be right back.”


  “Oh, then I guess I’ll just wait here for him,” Juliet said as she took a seat at one of the desks.


  “You know, you don’t have to take your books back and forth from the dorms. There’s a set of books in there,” Derrick said, pointing at one of the filing cabinets.


  “Oh, thanks.” She pulled the micro tab out of her bag. When she powered it on, it pulled up the unfinished list of code words she was trying to make to send to Lauren. Seeing the list reminded her about something Avery had said.


  “So, I heard Refuge had,” she paused trying to phrase her question, “secrets? Do we get to learn that secret stuff in continued education?”


  Derrick laughed at Juliet’s question. “I wouldn’t call what we learn about Refuge anything sexy like ‘secrets’,” he said.


  “Yeah,” Tom added, “Unless you call the flow of the waste water and regulation of oxygen air levels ‘secret’.”


  Juliet blushed feeling stupid for asking.


  Derrick added, “And you don’t have to say ‘continued education’. Everyone in the program just calls it CEd.” Derrick pronounced the acronym as ‘said’.


  An older man with thin white hair combed across his head wearing the command uniform came into the study room. “Hello,” he said. “You must be Miss Juliet Morse.”


  “Yes,” Juliet said, “that’s me.”


  “I’m Professor Arthur White. Students call me White. Welcome to continued education,” he said.


  “Thank you.”


  “Well, all the studies are pretty much self-paced here, so if you study fast, you’ll be able to catch up to Thomas, here. A good starting point would be calculus, physics, and chemistry. The end of each chapter has a self-exam. For each exam, just give yourself an hour to complete before going to the back of the book and checking your answers,” he paused for a moment scratching his chin. “Actually, come see me before you start your first self-exam, and I’ll go over all the procedures in detail. Normally, you’d take English as well, but it’s the science stuff that’s important, so we’ll just skip English for now and pick it up in second semester when you’re otherwise caught up. Any questions?”


  Juliet paused, unable to think of anything. “Not yet,” she said.


  “All right, then I’ll just be in my office down the hall if you folks need me,” White said as he left. “Hit those books, kids.”


  Juliet looked around. Tom was reading a chemistry book while chewing the end of a pen at his desk. Derrick looked like he was playing a game on his micro tab while sitting on the couch.


  “Where is everyone else?” Juliet asked.


  Derrick answered without looking up from his game, “Marci does all of her studying at her dorm. She only comes in to take exams. Vincent doesn’t usually come in until ten or eleven. And, that’s everyone.”


  “There’re only five people in CEd?” she asked.


  “Yep,” Derrick replied.


  “Could you guys stop talking now,” Tom said, looking at Juliet over his textbook. “I’m trying to read.”


  “Sorry,” Juliet said. She pulled out her own textbook, calculus, and started reading at the beginning of the first chapter while taking notes on her micro tab. She hoped she would be able to learn everything in such an unstructured environment.


  Juliet lost track of time taking notes on her text. The other student, Vincent, never showed up that morning, and she didn’t notice when Derrick and Tom left for lunch. There was a knocking at the open door and a head peeked in to check on her.


  “Already hard at work?” Avery asked.


  Juliet was startled by the sudden interruption. “Oh, hi!” she said. “Just reading math.”


  “I thought I’d take the new student out for lunch on her first day,” he said.


  “Yeah,” Juliet said, stumbling over her words. “Yes, lunch. Let me, um, put my books away.” She dropped her books and micro tab in her bag but wasn’t sure where to put her bag. Deciding to take it with her, she pulled the strap onto her shoulder.


  “These should be room in one of those cabinets for your bag. I think most of the students leave their things in here during the day,” Avery said.


  “Right,” Juliet said. She opened a drawer to see that it was empty, then dropped her bag in with a loud thud. “Ok, I’m ready.”


  They went over to the café and got lunch there. Juliet hadn’t known they served food in the middle of the day since she and her friends always ate together in the cafeteria. She wondered if her friends would miss her today. Derrick would think she stayed in the study room working all through lunch. She ate a quiche, a food she had never heard of before, and was pleasantly surprised that the limited food offerings at Refuge could actually be prepared in an interesting way. It was certainly better than the scrambled eggs at the cafeteria for breakfast most days.


  Avery told Juliet all about how continued education got its start, which he always called by the longer name, when he was the first higher education student. He talked about how he always volunteered to help with the school in some capacity. Usually, he made himself available for tutoring the CEd students or taught a math class for general education, but never both in the same semester. Each always took a lot of his time. He talked a little about calculus, how much he enjoyed tutoring it, and how it was the gateway to higher math.


  Juliet really enjoyed talking with Avery over lunch even though he did most of the talking, and wondered why she had never done it before. “Do you normally eat lunch here?” she asked.


  “No,” Avery said smiling at her, “only for special occasions.”


  “But I’ve never seen you eat in the cafeteria,” she said.


  “It’s always too noisy in there for me,” he said. “I usually bring my lunch and eat it in the center. It’s always pretty quiet there in the middle of the day.” Juliet couldn’t imagine it ever being quiet in the center, but she realized she went to the center when most people in Refuge were also off work and were spending their free time there. She thought maybe she could join Avery in the center during lunch the next day, but she didn’t have means to bring her own lunch.


  Avery checked his watch before saying, “I need to head back to work. Thank you for the pleasure of your company.”


  Juliet disliked his overly formal tone and was unsure how she should reply and settled with saying, “Um, you’re welcome?”


  They walked back to command and parted ways, Juliet returning to the study room. When she got there, Tom and Derrick were already there, deeply focused in their textbooks. Juliet sat at a free desk and opened her physics book and started taking notes.
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  Even though she was excited to hear about Juliet’s first few days of school and how she made up with Jim, Lauren was particularly glad Juliet had thought to include a list of code words for her to use to try and get a message across. She hoped the list was thorough enough to cover the entire scope of what she needed to communicate and decided just to type up a message and go back and replace any offensive wording with Juliet’s code.


  Dear Juliet,


  I will start with a little history of SS14. After the attack, the people in SS14 were trapped. Everyone else had stayed above ground and continued their lives. The government sends supplies to SS14. There is a politician who passed a new law that will rebuild the former US capital, but to get the funding for the new construction, the government will stop sending supplies to SS14. SS14 won’t be able to continue without these supplies, and all the residents will die if we don’t come up with a plan.


  We have to find a way to save SS14!


  Always yours, Lauren


  Lauren put in the code words and thought it made her message sound something like a thinly veiled fairytale which would get censored as an obvious metaphor for SS14. That, and Juliet hadn’t provided a code word for ‘supplies’, but without mentioning aid in some way, her message would be meaningless. Lauren went ahead and rewrote her message as a straight up fairy tale about frogs on lily pads, still using Juliet’s code words. She would keep with the frog metaphor and use ‘flies’ instead of ‘supplies’ since she knew most supplies sent to Refuge were food, frogs ate flies, and they even sounded similar. She hoped Juliet would be able to figure it out. Lauren pressed send then closed her laptop. She hoped she was just being overly cautious.
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  Juliet read Lauren’s message a third time. What was she trying to say?


  Dear Juliet,


  Let me tell you a fairytale about the blue lily pad. After the frog festival, the blue frog was stuck on his blue lily pad while the other frogs stayed safely on the banks of the pond. The king of the pond, a cucumber, made flies go to the blue lily pad. The king cucumber sang a song, and his song made the flies leave the blue lily pad and go to the green lily pad which had shriveled up during the festival. Without flies going to the blue lily pad, the blue frog will die.


  We must save the blue lily pad!


  Always yours, Lauren


  Juliet recognized a few of her code words. The war was called a festival, the government referred to as cucumbers, and laws would be songs. But what was all this about frogs, lily pads, and flies? It was some sort of metaphor. She had assigned the word blueberry for Refuge, so maybe Lauren meant the blue lily pad was Refuge and frogs were people. Following that logic, she decided that the banks and green lily pad were other subterranean shelters. But what about flies? She didn’t have any code words similar to flies. None of her code words were any sort of animal. Lauren was trying to tell her that the government sent some “flies” to Refuge and the new law would divert these “flies” to some other shelter. She couldn’t make sense of Lauren’s message because nothing could come in or out of Refuge. They were completely sealed off.
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  “How are the studies going, smarty?” Jim asked as soon as Juliet sat down at their usual table with her tray of food.


  “Why can’t you ever use my name? You always have to have some dumb nickname for me.” Juliet said in a huff.


  “Juliet is very studious,” Derrick answered. He looked over at Juliet, letting his eyes linger on her just long enough to make her feel uncomfortable. “She spends all of her time with her nose in a book. She even skipped lunch yesterday to work on calculus.”


  “Yes, calculus…” Cass said straining the word calculus. Juliet already told her about getting lunch with Avery the previous day and how much she admired him. Juliet kicked Cass under the cafeteria table while glaring at her. “What?” Cass said, “I didn’t say anything.”


  “Is calculus your new lover?” Jim asked teasingly.


  “I bet she wakes up all sweaty after dreaming about limits.” Derrick jeered.


  “Gosh, you guys. Maybe I decided to study through lunch so I wouldn’t have to talk to you.” Juliet said, exasperated. “Can we please change the subject?”


  “Actually,” Cass said, flipping her long hair over her shoulder, “I need to use the ladies room. Come with me?” She raised an eyebrow at Juliet.


  “Yeah, sure,” Juliet said. She went ahead and dumped her half eaten lunch tray at the kitchen window before following Cass to the restroom. Once inside Cass turned her full attention to Juliet.


  “Holy boobies, Juliet. Those pins are not working,” Cass exclaimed.


  “Oh damn it!” Juliet said looking down at her shirt. Last night after dinner, Linda had given her a bunch of pins from medical that were normally used to tie up bandages and shown her how to use them to keep her button up shirt from gaping in front. But now, the pins had gotten all bent under the strain and Juliet’s shirt was starting to pull apart again. “What should I do?”


  “Well, the pins are obviously a lost cause. You might have to wear something over it again. It’s no wonder the guys were so focused on you; they could see half your chest.” Cass checked the time on her watch. “Lunch is over in five minutes. Do you think you could go back to the dorm and grab another shirt before you have to be back in the study room?”


  “Yeah,” Juliet said. “Actually, no sweat if I’m late. This other guy, Vincent, is late all the time. There’s another student, Marci, that I haven’t even met yet because she studies at her dorm.”


  “Damn,” Cass said, “you should do that. Just study at the dorm and never come out in that awful uniform.” Juliet laughed. She would still need to wear it at some point, so she would have to find a more permanent fix.


  Juliet made her way to her dorm and looked through her dresser, trying to find something to wear over her shirt. She couldn’t find the gray sweater Cass had loaned her the previous day. Then she moved onto Cass’s dresser thinking maybe there would be something else for her to borrow. She didn’t normally borrow clothes from Cass since Cass wore a smaller size. Maybe she would have something oversized that would fit. Finding nothing again, Juliet checked the closet and found the bright green pullover that she had gotten when she worked at the conservatory. She was supposed to return it when she switched to CEd but had forgotten about it. Juliet put it on, bunching up the sleeves so her uniform sleeves were visibly poking out underneath. She looked in the mirror before leaving. Even though she looked ridiculous in her business shirt and pants with the bright green casual pullover, complete with a hood and large front pocket, at least she didn’t look obscene.


  She didn’t actually know if it would be a big deal to return to the study room a little late, so she jogged back down the main hall to get there quickly. Just a few paces from the study room door, she noticed Professor White standing outside the door frowning at her.


  “You’re late,” he observed.


  “I’m sorry Professor White,” Juliet said trying to catch her breath. Now she regretted jogged back.


  “I expect you to be in the study room on time,” White continued.


  “I thought,” Juliet glanced in to see all three male students already in the study room, noses buried in books, “that the hours were… flexible?” Even though her tone made it sound like a question, she could recall Vincent telling her that the hours were flexible. Someone in the study room, she thought maybe Tom, made a loud snort of laughter.


  “They most certainly are not,” White said. “I expect you to be here to work on your studies on time.”


  “But…” Juliet wanted to defend herself but didn’t want to get other students in trouble by mentioning Vincent’s loose grasp of time or point out that Marci never had to show up. She decided snitching on the other students wouldn’t help her case. “I was cold,” she finally said. “I needed my pullover.”


  “I expect you to be here,” White said, “especially after everyone bent over backward to get you into CEd. Don’t make me regret accepting you into my program when it’s still your first week.” Juliet already felt humiliated and was ready to hide in the study room and never talk to anyone again, but White seemed to only be getting warmed up. “What did you say you’re wearing?”


  “I have my uniform on,” Juliet said, “under my pullover.”


  “That does not look professional. If you get cold, wear a blazer. Thomas! Go get Miss Morse a blazer from the command wardrobe.” Tom scurried out of the study room and dashed off to some other part of command. Juliet didn’t know they even had a command wardrobe. “Take that ridiculous green thing off.”


  “I can’t,” she said. Her face got hot as she could feel herself flush, and her eyes burned as they began to water. “I had,” she paused to take a breath and keep her voice steady, “a wardrobe malfunction.”


  “Oh, really? You’ve only had that uniform for two days.” He held eye contact with Juliet, and his eyes felt like they were burning her as they waited. Tom came back with a blazer and handed it quickly to Juliet. “Get rid of that hideous pullover and be dressed appropriately when I come back in five minutes.” White turned and marched off.


  Juliet didn’t even make it into the study room before tears started streaming down her face. Derrick led her into the room and tried to console her a little. “I can’t get my top to stay buttoned,” Juliet said before covering her face with her hands.


  “I know,” Derrick said as he rubbed her shoulders, trying to get her to calm down. “Here’s what we’ll do…” He started unbuttoning his own shirt revealing his white undershirt. “Me, Vincent, and Tom are going to leave and close the door behind us so that you can have some privacy while you change into my shirt. It’ll be a little big, but you’ll be able to get it buttoned.”


  Juliet accepted the shirt and asked, “What will you wear?”


  “This,” Derrick said, taking the blazer from her. “The command wardrobe only has men’s clothing because we’re all sexist pigs.” He slipped on the blazer while telling the other two, “Come on out in the hall.”


  Juliet quickly changed into Derrick’s shirt which smelled strongly like Derrick, a mixture of aftershave and musk. It was plenty big to get buttoned up but came down almost to her knees with too long sleeves. When she had it tucked in, she opened the door to let the men back in.


  Derrick saw her hands were hidden in the shirt and said, “Here, let me help you roll up the sleeves.”


  Once she looked pretty much put together she said, “Thank you,” and sat down at a desk.


  Vincent reached into one of the filing cabinets and pulled out a handkerchief and handed it to Juliet. “Here, don’t let that jerk know he made you cry.” Juliet gave a little laugh at him calling the professor a jerk and wiped off her face. By the time White did come back, the four students were back to studying like nothing happened.


  When Juliet returned to her bunk after CEd was over for the day, she saw the green new message light flashing on her micro tab as she pulled it out of her bag. She thought maybe Lauren had sent her another coded message when it hit her. Messages. They were the only thing Juliet knew came to Refuge from the outside. The new law would prevent Lauren from messaging Juliet. She thought it was a little dramatic to say that ‘the blue frog will die’ but it did mean their friendship would end, and Juliet did feel pretty sad about that.


  Dearest Juliet,


  I heard about your altercation with Professor White. Please don’t let it dishearten you; I know you will do well. Let me know if there is anything I can do to help.


  Yours, Avery Graves


  Juliet powered down her micro tab. Although delighted Avery had sent her the caring message, she was consistently disappointed by his overly formal tone. She had hoped for another message from Lauren. There was the chance that the new law had already passed and messages from outside were no longer making it to Refuge.
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  The next morning, Juliet put on the shirt Derrick had given her. The previous night, she had tried to wash it in the dorm sink to help with the smell, hanging it from their closet door to dry overnight. Still, she should have rinsed it more, because the soap she used was making the shirt stiff which in turn made her skin itch.


  Most of her morning she spent studying physics. Even though calculus was her favorite, she enjoyed the amount of mathematical analysis in physics. If she kept her current pace, she would be caught up with no problem by winter break. She was glad that Wanda had taken the time to teach her the chemistry behind all the soil testing they did because most of the first few chapters in her chemistry book were already familiar.


  When lunch time rolled around, Juliet tucked her physics book back in the filing cabinet, when Derrick interrupted her.


  “I look forward to when you give me my shirt back,” he said, leaning over to smell her shoulder and generally encroach in her space.


  “Oh, I’m sorry,” Juliet said whirling around to face him, “If you need it, I can get it back to you tomorrow.”


  “Just knowing it touched your skin… all over,” Derrick said, then bit his lip. Juliet was surprised Derrick had been so human and understanding the day before, and then totally lewd right now. She scoffed while storming away.


  Juliet was getting used to skipping out on lunch, so she didn’t even bother going to the cafeteria. She wasn’t feeling up to spending her free time with Derrick, and with Jim, they sometimes got into this weird guy synergy which Juliet just wanted to avoid.


  Instead, she went to the center, planning to just spend some quiet time there. Plus, she might run into Avery, and she wouldn’t mind a friendly conversation. She looked around the center when she got there and didn’t see a single soul. She walked in further, peeking around the groups of seats, trying to see if Avery was somehow hidden. Then, she saw the neatly combed black hair peeking over the top of a blue sofa in the back corner of the room. As she approached, she saw a tin box on the table next to Avery and a book open in his lap.


  “Hey,” Juliet said softly, hoping not to startle him.


  Avery looked up from his reading and gave Juliet a warm smile making his pale eyes crinkle at the corners. “Hello, Juliet. Please, feel free to join me,” he said indicating the seat next to him on the sofa.


  Juliet sat next to Avery saying, “I got your message. Thank you.”


  “I heard Professor White was being hard on you. More accurately, I overheard, but I couldn’t make out what he said. Hopefully nothing serious?”


  “It’s stupid,” Juliet said blushing, recounting to Avery how her ill-fitted shirt had gotten her the entire scolding.


  “Well,” Avery said, “you look lovely now.”


  “Thanks,” she said, tucking a lock of brown hair behind her ear, “but this is actually Derrick’s shirt. It’s too big on me, so Cass helped me pin it in at the back, and the sleeves are too long so I need to keep them rolled up.”


  “I wish I could help, but I’m a little lost when it comes to fashion,” he said.


  “There was actually something else I wanted to tell you,” Juliet said. “I told you about my pen pal Lauren? Well, I sent her a bunch of code words so that she could give me more information. She said there is going to be a new law that would stop outside messages from coming to Refuge. I can’t believe she was so dramatic, saying that we would all die. I mean, our correspondence would end, but that’s about it.”


  “Hmm,” Avery said, tapping his finger against the cover of his book. “She wrote specifically that only incoming messages would be affected?”


  “Well, no. She said ‘flies’ would not come to Refuge. But ‘flies’ was not one of the codes words I picked. However, that’s the only thing that would make sense. Messages are the only thing from the outside that currently make it into Refuge.”


  Avery paused and set his book down on the table next to the tin. Juliet felt like there was more to this than she originally thought. “Although it is difficult to send messages to Refuge, I doubt there would be a law specifically stopping them. Could I read her original message and also the list of code words?” he asked.


  “Sure,” Juliet responded, “but I don’t have my micro tab with me right now. I could forward them to you later.”


  “Yes,” he said. “If you could do that, I would appreciate it.” He picked up the tin box. “Did you have any lunch?”


  “No,” Juliet said, “my friends have been giving me a hard time recently. I didn’t feel like dealing with them, so I decided to avoid the cafeteria.”


  “Would you like part of my sandwich?” he asked, offering her half of a tomato sandwich, “It’s the only thing I know how to make other than pancakes.”


  “Yes, thank you,” Juliet said, accepting the sandwich. After a few bites, she commented, “I can’t believe how dead the center is during lunch.”


  “I believe there is a rule in place that we are not to use the center at mealtimes, but I have found no one enforces it.”


  “Yeah,” Juliet agreed, “there is no one here to enforce it. We could get into all kinds of trouble, and no one would catch on.”


  “I believe you’re right. I could give you a kiss, and no one would know.” Avery leaned over and gave Juliet a soft kiss. He lingered for only a second before sitting back up and taking another bite of sandwich. Juliet was so surprised she found herself speechless, but Avery continued on like it hadn’t happened. “I have some crackers as well, would you like a few?”


  Juliet struggled to find her voice and said, “Yes.”


  “I’m so used to solitude during lunch, but I must admit it is nice having a companion,” he said. “If you’d like to join me in the future, let me know ahead of time and I can bring an extra sandwich.”


  “Sure,” Juliet said. She was still trying to wrap her head around the kiss. Cass was so sure that Avery’s feelings towards Juliet were romantic, and now she had proof of that.


  Avery closed his tin, collected his book, and then got up. “We need to return to work. Forward me that message when you get a chance.”


  “I will,” she promised. “Bye.”


  When Juliet got back to the study room, she pulled back out her physics book and her micro tab. At first, she thought she would forward the messages to Avery right away until she realized her message to Lauren including the code words was also the message she had gushed about her after-dinner meeting with Avery at the cafe. She would have to wait until she was at her dorm and had the free time to edit the message before sending them along.


  Later that evening, while editing the message of code words in her dorm, Juliet received a new message.


  Dearest Juliet,


  I had promised you I would do something to help you celebrate your new post with continued education. I believe a dinner in your honor should suffice. If you are not already engaged, please arrive at bunk #930 this Saturday at 7:00. Let me know if the time works for you. I look forward to meeting you then.


  Yours, Avery Graves


  “Holy shit. Cass!” Juliet yelled. “Cass, come read this.”


  Cass climbed out of bed, curious but also annoyed by the interruption. “What is it?” Juliet just pointed at her micro tab. “Oh my god, Avery just asked you out on a date!”
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  Juliet left her micro tab at her dorm since she knew it was silly to bring it with her to dinner. Still, she was having a hard time remembering the bunk number because she was so nervous. Cass had the idea of just writing the number on her wrist with a pen. That way she wouldn’t forget and her wristwatch also concealed the ink so she wouldn’t look like an idiot for having trouble remembering the number for Avery’s bunk.


  Cass braided Juliet’s hair earlier in the morning so that by dinnertime all Juliet had to do was take down the braid and her hair would be in perfect loose waves. After letting her hair down, Juliet put on her softest pair of scrubs and the light gray sweater Cass had loaned her, which she finally found after leaving it behind at Linda’s bunk. It was getting cool all over Refuge, particularly in the residence halls, and Juliet didn’t want to feel uncomfortable. She checked the number written on her wrist as she passed doors, approaching bunk 930. Double-checking the number one more time, she knocked softly on the door. A moment later the door swung open and Avery greeted her.


  “Perfect timing,” he said letting Juliet into the bunk. He was wearing soft blue scrubs that brought out the blue in his eyes. Juliet gave him a hug and walked further in looking around. All of the bunks had the same set of furniture, but most families made their bunks homey with the addition of pillows, throw blankets, and pictures on the walls. Avery’s bunk had none of these features, which emphasized the fact that it was occupied by a single man. There was a large clock on the wall, but that alone didn’t help make the space feel cozy. Avery disappeared into the kitchen as she walked into the living room, taking a seat in an armchair. Too nervous to make herself at home, she stayed perched at the edge of her chair. Now that she knew he was interested in her, she found it impossible to relax.


  “It smells wonderful,” she remarked. Avery had indicated dinner, and whatever was cooking in the kitchen smelled much better than pancakes.


  “Why thank you, darling!” Trilled a male’s voice in response. The speaker didn’t sound like anyone Juliet was familiar with, and it certainly wasn’t Avery. “Food is almost ready to eat! Just another minute.”


  Avery came back to the living room saying, “You have already experienced my entire repertoire as a cook, so my roommate Paul has volunteered as chef for the evening. Can I get you anything to drink? We have water, tea, wine, and coffee.”


  “Please, choose the wine. It is simply amazing,” came the other voice from the kitchen.


  “Sure,” Juliet said. “I’ll have a glass of wine.”


  “I’ll bring that right over,” Avery said as he disappeared into the kitchen again.


  Juliet felt confused. The bunks at Refuge were reserved for families, so there must have been some exception made for Avery to live in one as a single man. She should have guessed he would have a roommate of some sort, but was Paul just his roommate?


  Before she could decide what she thought, Avery returned holding two glasses of chilled light golden liquid. He handed one to Juliet and took a seat in the sofa opposite of her.


  “Refuge actually has a well-stocked cellar hidden in command. Sometimes people who work at command like Paul…”


  “Junior command,” Paul interrupted from the kitchen.


  “Yes, junior command,” Avery continued, “get the opportunity to take a bottle home.”


  “I like to consider myself a wine connoisseur,” Paul said.


  Juliet tried a sip of the wine. She had never tried or even seen wine before and hadn’t known there was any available at Refuge. She remembered Wanda giving her reading materials about grapes in preparation for growing some in the yellow plot in the future, but she had not yet gotten a chance to even get them started. “What type of wine is this?” she asked, knowing at least that the variety of grapes was important in the making of wine.


  “Um, white?” Avery responded.


  “It’s a pinot grigio, darling,” Paul’s voice called out from the kitchen again. “This particular bottle has a funny story behind it, but that will have to wait for now. Dinner is ready!”


  Juliet took her glass and went over to the dining table where three place settings were waiting, her hopes of a romantic dinner for two completely lost. Paul came in with a large salad bowl, placing it in the middle of the table.


  “It is a pleasure to meet you,” Paul said before kissing her on each cheek. He was a slender man about an inch taller than Juliet with olive skin, dark hair, and dark eyes. “Avery has told me all about you. He told me you were beautiful, but you are absolutely stunning!”


  “Thank you,” Juliet said, color rising to her cheeks. She tucked a piece of wavy hair behind her ear and took a seat at one of the place settings.


  Avery sat across from Juliet as Paul dished a heap of salad on each plate. He sat down saying, “I have made for us tonight a mixed green salad with Italian vinaigrette, vegetarian lasagna, and a special chocolate gelato for dessert. I hope you’re hungry!”


  Avery said, “Since Paul works as a junior command, I thought you might like to hear what it is like first hand.”


  “Oh, please, Avery,” Paul said, placing his hand over Avery’s, “let’s not talk about work. I want to know all about this lovely creature, Juliet.” Paul gave her such a charismatic smile, Juliet couldn’t help but like him. She hadn’t expected this turn of events for the evening. Cass had convinced her that Avery’s invitation was for a romantic date, and the idea that is was just a chance to meet his roommate and hear all about working at command never crossed her mind, but Juliet already found herself liking Paul’s colorful personality.


  Paul asked Juliet about her friends and how she had enjoyed working at the conservatory, and how she liked CEd so far. He, in turn, shared scandalous tales about working in command which Juliet knew he probably shouldn’t be sharing.


  “So,” Paul said launching into another story, “the cellar is actually there solely for the benefit of the Captain and senior command, but on Homecoming night, my friend Stacy and I ran into Captain Gerald.” Paul paused to top off Juliet’s wine glass. “He had already had a few glasses of punch, and we start talking and Stacey and I decided to really exaggerate the vintage of some wine recently added to the cellar. Stacey said the new pinot grigio has the most amazing fruity burst that it could make you die. After a while, Gerald was convinced that we should go down to the cellar and sample the wine. And we did. We sampled so much of it that Stacey passed out. Well, I couldn’t just leave her in the cellar!”


  Juliet laughed at the story. Avery hadn’t really contributed much to the conversation, but he was laughing with Juliet.


  “So, Gerald and I had to carry Stacy up out of the cellar,” Paul continued, “and all the way back to her bunk. I assured Gerald I would look after Stacey and make sure she was okay, and as soon as he left, Stacey popped up! She had snuck a few bottles of the wine under her dress before passing out. And that was how we got such a lovely vintage for tonight. So, I hope you are enjoying the infamously stolen bottle of pinot grigio.” He raised his glass in a toast, and Juliet and Avery raised their glasses as well. Juliet took a long sip of the wine, and as soon as her glass was back on the table, Paul topped it off again, finishing the bottle. Juliet wasn’t sure how much of the wine she had drank, but she couldn’t recall Paul ever refilling his own glass. “Who’s ready for dessert?” he asked.


  “Paul’s chocolate gelato is superb,” Avery said. “I’ll go get it.” He got up and went into the kitchen.


  Paul leaned close to Juliet and motioned for her to do the same like he was about to share a juicy secret. He grasped her arm while saying in a low whisper, “Avery and I go way back, and I consider him one of my closest friends. Now you are beautiful, sexy, young, and everything it takes to ruin a man. If you lead Avery to ruin, I will have to kill you.” He had such a serious face before leaning back and laughing, “Oh, I’m playing with you, Juliet! But, I am serious, don’t break his heart.”


  Avery came back with a tray holding three bowls of gelato and noticed the concerned look on Juliet’s face. “Is everything okay?” he asked.


  Paul looked at Juliet waiting for her to answer. “Yes,” she said. “Everything is fine.” She had spent the entire dinner trying to get used to the idea that maybe Avery was in a relationship with Paul and would never be interested in her, to getting warned to go easy on Avery.


  Paul busied himself clearing the table before announcing, “Well, I have to go to work: late shift today. It was an absolute pleasure meeting you Juliet, and I hope to see again very soon.”


  After he left, Juliet asked Avery, “Should he be going to work after drinking all that wine?”


  Avery smiled. “No, probably not. Why don’t we retire to the living room?”


  “Sure,” Juliet said. She went ahead and took a seat on the sofa, bringing her wine glass with her. Avery sat down next to Juliet on the sofa.


  “Did you enjoy dinner?” he asked.


  “Yes,” Juliet answered. “You’re roommate Paul is very… interesting.”


  “Yes, yes, he is,” Avery said before taking a sip of his wine and then setting down the glass.


  “Is that why you invited me over?” Juliet asked. “So that I could meet your roommate?”


  “No, I invited you here because I wanted to spend time with you alone.” Avery took her glass and set it on the table before pressing his lips softly against hers. Juliet felt her heart flutter in her chest. She had been longing for this moment.


  She started feeling warm, maybe from the wine, maybe from the sweater, and maybe from the fire burning in her stomach finally being alone with Avery. She began the evening so nervous, but all the wine she drank with dinner made her bold. She leaned in to kiss him back and let her mouth open a little, letting her tongue meet his. He pulled her close as she ran her hands through his neatly combed hair, mussing it up. She felt positively hot and started removing her sweater. Avery helped her pull it off, taking the soft white scrub shirt with it. He set her top next to them on the sofa before kissing her neck, then kissing her softly on the lips again.


  “I’m hoping I can convince you to join me in the bedroom,” Avery said.


  “Okay,” Juliet said, standing up.


  He got up and led her by the hand to one of the bedrooms. Once they were in and he had closed the door, he kissed her neck then whispered in her ear, “Lie down.” She followed his instruction.
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  Juliet returned to her dorm late that morning after the blissful experience of waking up next to Avery and the more awkward one of running into a pajama-clad Paul while trying to sneak out of the bunk. Cass was already awake even though she was still lying in bed. She sat up when she saw Juliet was back.


  “Holy shit, Juliet, you spent the night at Avery’s? You have to tell me everything!” Juliet recounted the details of the evening including meeting the roommate, lots of wine, and their roll in the sheets.


  “How was your evening?” Juliet asked.


  “Oh, it was fine,” Cass said. “I had a gentlemen caller and we made our own fun time as well.” Juliet kept forgetting that Cass was interested in the same mystery man she wore fancy panties for on casino night.


  Juliet spent the rest of her weekend in kind of a daze, trying to convince herself that the events of Saturday night did in fact happen. Even though she knew Cass would be delighted to analyze every detail of her budding relationship, Juliet felt like she needed a more mature opinion and sought out Linda at her bunk.


  At first, Linda seemed thrilled Juliet was interested in someone and had sought her advice. Juliet sat on the bed of the master bedroom while Linda folded her family’s freshly laundered scrubs and uniforms.


  “So who is the lucky man?” Linda asked setting a large folded shirt on the top of the other large shirts for her husband.


  “Umm, Avery,” Juliet responded.


  “Avery? You don’t mean Scott’s friend Avery?”


  Juliet didn’t like the look Linda gave her, the one that meant that she was going to be in trouble. “Yes,” she said. “He’s really nice. He helped me make the switch to continued education.”


  “Oh honey,” Linda said. She had stopped folding laundry and sat down next to Juliet. “He’s so much older than you. He’s old enough to have a daughter your age. I thought you were talking about Jim.”


  “Things didn’t work out with Jim,” Juliet replied. “I mean, Avery is a little older than me, but that’s not the end of the world.”


  “Well,” Linda said, choosing her words carefully, “Scott has been friends with him for a long time, and I’d like to think I know him pretty well. He’s such a gloomy, pessimistic person, and you’re so young and vibrant with your whole life ahead of you. I just don’t want to see you get hurt, that’s all.”


  “I’ll be careful,” Juliet said pouting. Linda gave her a hug before continuing her folding. “I better get going,” Juliet said, not even bothering to come up with a reason for why she needed to suddenly leave.


  Back at her dorm, Juliet saw she had a new message. She had given up hope of it being from Lauren and wasn’t sure if she was ready yet to hear from Avery. She was surprised to see it was from Paul:


  Dear Juliet,


  First of all, I want to say what a pleasure it was meeting you last night. I cannot recall Avery ever having a woman over, and am thrilled he has chosen such a delightful individual. I would love to have you over again but will leave that to Avery to send the formal invite.


  Secondly, I have to ask you this favor, and I wouldn’t ask you if there were any other way. Please don’t be mad at me, but I saw the message from your pen pal. I know I have been naughty and shouldn’t have snooped, but it sounds like your friend is trying to tell you something of utmost importance. Ask your pen pal friend to send you all the information about this new law, and I mean everything, in plain text. Don’t use any of those silly code words. She’ll get a response back saying her message was censored down to basically nothing, but those censors are real people and not just a machine. Whatever we’re dealing with, it sounds like it will have real implications on life here at Refuge. Hopefully, I’m wrong, but don’t want to take any chances if I’m not.


  Yours, Paul


  Juliet felt frightened after reading Paul’s message. She had assumed Lauren wouldn’t be able to write her, but Paul must know there was something else going on. Juliet went ahead and sent a message to Lauren asking her for all the info on the new law and to ignore the code words and probable censorship. Then, she sent a message to Avery to tell him he would need to bring an extra sandwich on Monday.
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  Juliet went into the deserted center and saw his neatly combed black hair at the same spot as last week. She made her way over and sat next to Avery.


  “Hi,” she said.


  “Hello,” he said. He sounded as formal as his messages. Still, he didn’t back away when Juliet gave him a short kiss. “I had an interesting conversation with Scott yesterday evening.”


  Juliet flushed realizing Linda must have talked to Scott, who in turn talked to Avery. “I am… so sorry,” she said.


  “He cares about you,” Avery said. “It’s always good to have people who care.” He handed a sandwich from his tin to Juliet, and she figured that was everything Avery would say about that.


  “So,” she began, “I got a message from Paul.”


  “He really likes you,” Avery said, the crinkles appearing next to his eyes as he smiled. “I just hope he doesn’t try to steal you away from me.”


  “Well, he did read the messages I forwarded to you.”


  “Right,” Avery said. “I may have shown him the message Lauren sent you along with your message of code words. He’s on the team that censors incoming messages, so I thought maybe he’d know more about any laws pertaining to incoming messages.”


  “It would have been nice to get a heads up first,” she said.


  “I’m sorry,” he said, giving her knee a little squeeze to reinforce his sincerity. “I was going to tell you about it, but he messaged you first.”


  “Do you think it’s anything serious?” She asked. “I mean, the new law?”


  “I certainly hope not,” he said.


  “Me too.”
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  The four CEd student were working in the study room, Juliet had yet to meet the fifth CEd student, Marci, when Professor White came in.


  “Miss Juliet Morse, I need you to come with me,” he said.


  Juliet quickly got up, leaving her open textbook and micro tab at the desk and followed White down the hall to an office that had a placard on the door reading “Captain Gerald Clark.”


  White left the room and Juliet found herself in the company of Paul and Captain Clark, an older man wearing a decorated military style uniform.


  “Hello, Miss Morse,” the Captain said, “Please, take a seat.”


  There were two seats facing the desk, one already occupied by Paul. Juliet sat down wondering why she had been summoned by the Captain.


  “J.C. Paul Rodmen brought to my attention a message that has been sent to you Miss Morse, from a Miss Lauren Young. Does that name ring a bell?”


  “Yes,” Juliet said, “Lauren is the pen pal I was assigned for a writing assignment in general education several years ago. We still exchange messages.”


  “Can you think of any reason that Miss Lauren Young would send you a message with such alarming content?” he asked.


  Juliet explained how Lauren recently had been trying to convey something important in her messages and the code words, and Paul’s recommendation.


  “J.C. Rodmen, you told this individual to send the message?”


  “I requested Miss Morse send a message to Miss Young asking her to be plain in whatever news she needed to send,” Paul responded, his voice not nearly as high and expressive as when Juliet visited for dinner.


  “Do we have any reason to acknowledge this message?” the Captain asked Paul.


  “Miss Young has a long-standing rapport with Miss Morse. I don’t believe this is any sort of prank,” Paul replied.


  “Thank you, both of you. You may return to your duties,” the Captain said.


  Paul and Juliet stood up and left the office, and once outside Juliet whispered to Paul, “What was that all about?”


  Paul was still maintaining his serious tone and expression when he whispered back, “As soon as you are done today in CEd, skip dinner and come directly to my bunk.” Paul turned to continue back to the junior command offices and Juliet returned to the study room. She could barely focus on her studies for the rest of the afternoon, and as soon as CEd was done for the day, she went directly to the residences and bunk #930.


  No one answered when Juliet knocked on the door, but she only had to wait a minute before Paul came walking towards her from down the hall.


  “Juliet!” he said, his voice high with anxiety. “Please, come in.”


  Juliet sat on the sofa with Paul and he grasped her hand in his.


  “Your friend Lauren sent you a message that has me very concerned, which is why I shared it with the Captain. She… she,” his voice choked up unable to continue.


  That’s when the door opened and Avery came and saw the two sitting on the couch. In his usual calm voice, he asked, “What’s going on here?”


  Paul’s eyes were misty, and he let go of Juliet’s hand to clasp his head. Juliet answered Avery’s question. “Paul asked me to come here. Lauren sent me a message and the Captain brought me into his office to ask me questions about it.”


  Avery looked at Paul who was just barely keeping his composure. “Have you read the message?” he asked.


  Juliet said, “No” at the same time Paul said, “Yes.”


  “What did it say?” Avery continued, asking Paul.


  “It’s what you suspected,” Paul replied, a tear rolling down his cheek. He pulled a folded up piece of paper from his pocket and handed it to Avery who unfolded it and read it over. Juliet tried to guess what was on the paper, but couldn’t read Avery’s stoic expression.


  “What’s going on?” Juliet asked Avery, knowing she wouldn’t be able to get anything more out of Paul.


  Paul said, “I think she deserves to know.”


  Avery sat in the armchair nearest to Juliet and talked in a low voice. “Paul shouldn’t have asked you to come here. There’s nothing you can do. It’s out of our hands and up to the Captain now.”


  “That’s bullshit!” Paul yelled, his voice so high it crackled. He stood up as he began to yell, “It’s only because of this young woman and her connections outside that we know about our imminent demise. I know you’re happy just to wait for everything to go under and for Refuge to be finished, but Juliet is young with her whole life ahead of her. Don’t you remember what that is like? She might be able to find hope for a future.”


  “Imminent demise?” Juliet asked. She looked at Paul and asked again, “What’s going on? Is something happening to Refuge?”


  Paul sat back down next to Juliet on the sofa and said to Avery, “She’d learn the truth in continued education eventually. If you don’t tell her now, I will.”


  Avery looked at her skeptically, asking, “Are you sure you want to know?”


  “Yes,” she answered. “I want to know everything.”
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  The dictator of North Korea filled his people’s heads with the notion that the United States was their enemy and a threat to their current way of life. In a way, they were right. Life for the ordinary citizen in North Korea was pretty rough, but with the veil pulled over their eyes, they weren’t aware of their deplorable living conditions. In fact, they were flooded with propaganda from their leader telling them otherwise. The North Koreans falsely believed that they were the ones prospering and conditions in the United States were way worse. Any liberation attempts from the west were colored by the dictator as aggression and a threat, trying to take away the freedoms that the North Koreans enjoyed.


  There was more to the story than this, but this was Avery Graves’s understanding. His friends expected him to know more about the current political situation in North Korea considering his father worked in the government, but Robert didn’t talk about his job much, especially not to his son. They were both too concerned about Robert’s wife, Avery’s mother. Marjory Graves had been diagnosed with breast cancer fifteen years ago. After a simple surgery and some other treatments, she had been in remission until a year ago when her doctor found a new lesion. More surgery and conventional treatment didn’t seem to be working.


  Marjory had been the cook for the family, but now that she was in the hospital, the two men, Robert and Avery, were on their own. At seventeen, Avery was not a man but in the next year, he would suffer enough tragedy to earn the title. The pair were sitting in the dining room in their tastefully decorated suburban house in Virginia. It was commuting distance for Robert to the Norfolk Naval Base but had a better school system for Avery.


  “Not Chinese food again,” Avery moaned. Even though he was disappointed in his father’s choice of takeout, Avery cleared his school books off the table to make room for them to eat before grabbing plates and forks from the kitchen to set the table. “Why don’t you ever cook anything?”


  “Why don’t you?” Robert asked. At this point in their lives, Avery and his father looked similar. They were both average height although Avery was slender and Robert had a little extra weight around the middle. They had matching pale blue eyes and at one point Robert had thick brown hair which now looked more salt and pepper. Avery wore his black hair in a shaggy style, and his mother frequently gave him a hard time about needing a haircut.


  Avery decided not to argue about the food this time. They made the normal pleasant chit chat about work, school, and the most recent update from the doctors on Marjory’s condition.


  “I’m going to the hospital tonight to see your mom,” Robert said. “Would you like to come with me?”


  “No,” Avery said. He loved his mother dearly, but hated seeing her in her current state: hooked up with wires to machines that beeped incessantly, her uncontrollably curly black hair almost all fallen out, and not much sparkle left in her brown eyes. “I’ve already made plans. I’m going to Michael’s house to work on a school project.”


  “Just be home by eleven,” Robert said.


  “Sure thing, dad,” Avery replied. He had no intentions of coming home by eleven. Even if his father got home before he did, Robert wouldn’t notice if Avery was home or not. He spent a lot of his time in the study, reading about new cancer treatments on his computer, usually with a glass of scotch in hand.


  After Robert had left for the hospital, Avery took his backpack and put a fresh bottle of cheap scotch from his father’s liquor cabinet along with his math book and notes. Since she didn’t use it anymore, Robert agreed Avery could use his mother’s car, the Toyota Prius. Avery slung his backpack in the passenger seat and drove to Michael Kaufman’s house.


  Since his brother Scott was away at college, Michael stole his gaming system and set it up in his own room. He would invite Avery over most days, and the pair would play the newest first person shooter, often playing online against people who could potentially be all over the world. Michael was a typical awkward teenager. Avery was too studious to get along with the popular crowd, and since he didn’t need to spend much time studying, the two young men bonded while spending all their free time playing video games.


  They were only a minute into the first round when their game was interrupted. Michael got a text message from his older brother. He put down his controller checking his phone, losing the last shred of hope of actually winning the current round of zombie slaying.


  “Oh, come on,” Avery shouted, “You’re not even trying. Next round, we’ll be the zombies, and they have the disadvantage. I refuse to lose while playing as the vigilantes.”


  “Scott says to check out CNN,” Michael said, reading from his phone.


  “Fine. We’re already dead.” Avery grabbed one remote to change the input of Scott’s TV, and another to change the channel to CNN.


  They watched as the news anchor talked over satellite images. The display cycled through stills of a naval fleet somewhere in the ocean. The anchor filled in the rest of the details. “These ships have been spotted leaving North Korea at 2 a.m. eastern time.” The screen changed to a map of the pacific, a dashed line showing the route that the fleet was taking around Japan. “As of right now, it is unclear where the North Korean fleet it headed. The North Korean dictator has not responded to inquiries on the destination of their naval fleet. Probable destinations include Pacific islands like Guam, Hawaii, or New Zealand. They could even be traveling all the way to the western coast of North America to Alaska, Canada, California, and Mexico. Currently, we do not know if or how heavily the fleet is armed. The only thing we can do now is speculate.”


  “Holy shit,” Michael said. “You think they’re coming for us?”


  “I don’t know,” Avery said unable to look away from the newscast.


  “Did your dad ever tell you something like this might happen?”


  “No, he doesn’t tell me anything,” Avery said.


  “Shit, man. They’re coming for us. Those bastards are going to learn you don’t fuck with the USA.”


  “Yeah,” Avery agreed, his national pride lukewarm unlike Michael’s fervor. “We’ll teach them.”


  “I feel like blowing shit up. Call of Honor or Counter Terror?” Michael asked.


  “Anything but zombies.”
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  After making a circuit around the Pacific and avoiding all the places the newscaster listed, the small fleet returned to North Korea. No missiles were fired. Even though other countries have large navies that routinely make tours all over the world, until now, the North Korean navy had never left the coasts of North Korea. That they were even able to traverse the Pacific and return was big news. Over the next few months, the fleet went out two more times, taking a similar pleasure cruise around the Pacific. Tensions were high since no one knew for sure why the fleet was making this new circuit or what it would mean for the future.


  When Scott returned for winter break, he took back his gaming system, but let the friends use it in his room after Avery bribed him with the bottle of cheap scotch he had stolen from his father’s liquor cabinet.


  “You’re dad ever tell you what’s going on with the Korean fleet that’s been all over the news?” Scott asked. Scott had a more athletic build than his gangly younger brother and blond curls of hair. He and Michael were battling out in the newest Call of Honor Arena, and Avery was taking a turn out.


  “No,” Avery answered. “But he has been working crazy hours and been really stressed when he is home. But, that could be from my mom.”


  “Ah, shit dude,” Scott said, jamming buttons on the game controller, “I forgot about that. How is she?”


  “Doctor said she’s got maybe six months. Longer if the new treatment works,” he answered.


  “I’m sorry man. That really sucks,” Scott said.


  “Yeah,” Avery said staring at his hands in his lap.


  Michael shouted a few expletives at the television before handing his remote to Avery. “Okay, I died. Your turn. I gotta hit the bathroom.”


  “You want to try the other map?” Scott asked. “This one doesn’t have enough cover.”


  “Yes,” Avery said. “I was going to say the same thing.”


  They continued playing their game, bonding over the stolen scotch they decided to share while unlocking bigger and better firearms. After another two rounds, they were interrupted by Avery’s cell phone ringing.


  “Sorry, guys,” Avery said, “it’s my dad. I have to take this.” He tossed his controller to Scott who was sitting out the current match and answered his call.


  “Hey,” he said.


  “Avery. I’m at the hospital with your mom. We were watching the news, and your mother is scared. Have you seen it?”


  “No dad,” Avery replied, “I’m playing video games at Michael’s. What’s going on?” He covered the mic on his phone to tell Michael, “Hey, turn the TV to CNN.”


  “It’s the naval fleet again, from North Korea, but the satellite shows that they may be heavily armed.”


  “You think they are going to attack?” Avery looked at the screen, which Michael had just switched to CNN. The news anchor was pointing at a map of the Pacific Ocean and west coast of the United States, pointing out probable targets. Most were islands in the ocean, and Avery hoped that the added target of Los Angeles was just to boost ratings.


  “I don’t know,” his father’s voice came from the phone. “I can tell you that the U.S. is sending reinforcements to South Korea.” His father’s words were almost immediately repeated by the news anchor who went on to talk about how this early reaction could potentially enrage tensions and incite an attack.


  “Look,” his father continued, “it’s probably nothing, but your mother is worried and wants to see you. Can you come to the hospital?”


  “Yes,” Avery answered, “I’ll be right there.” Scott and Michael were staring at the screen as a panel of experts discussed the possible outcomes of all the naval movements. “I’ve got to go see my mom at the hospital,” Avery told his friends.


  “You can’t drive,” Scott stated. “You’ve been drinking. Let me drive.”


  “You’ve been drinking too,” Avery said.


  “I’ve only had a little, and you’re underage. If you got pulled over, they’d probably revoke your license.”


  “Fine,” Avery conceded. “But we’re taking your car. My mom would kill me if I let anyone else drive the Prius.”
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  Entering the hospital, Avery was acutely reminded of all the reasons he hated it here. He hated the smell of decay mixed with cleaning products. Even worse was the sad green color on the wall, even though research shows that the color green makes people happier. Everything including the equipment, patients, and doctors, all looked worn out.


  “Oh, Avery, you came!” Marjory said when she saw him walk through the door.


  “Hi, mom,” he said, bending down to give her a light hug. Her frame had gotten so frail, Avery was afraid she’d break if he hugged her too hard.


  “You need a haircut, Avery. I can’t see your gorgeous eyes.”


  “Mom,” he said embarrassed. He jerked his head to the side and his hair flipped up over his eyes, but slowly settled back down to hide them again.


  Scott came into the small room as well. “Hello, Mrs. Graves!”


  “Well, hello Scott,” she greeted. “How is Virginia Tech?”


  “Oh, it’s the same. All studying and no sleep.”


  “Sounds like you’re doing well.”


  “Yes ma’am,” Scott confirmed.


  “I was just so worried about all this stuff on the news,” Marjory said, directing her attention at her son.


  “Don’t worry mom,” Avery said clasping her hand in his own. “A couple of boats aren’t going to affect me.”


  “The North Korean navy is just showing off,” Robert weighed in. “They are no real threat.”


  “Would you boys like to sit down?” Marjory asked. “I can ask one of the nurses to bring in some jello.”


  “I’m fine,” Scott said.


  “Me too,” Avery agreed. “I brought some playing cards. We have the right number of people to play hearts.”


  “Oh, I’m not sure about card games,” Robert interjected.


  “Oh, cards sounds like fun,” Marjory said. “I haven’t played hearts in a long time. Are you sure you don’t want to play?”


  “Well, if you want to, deal me in,” Robert said. They all crowded around Marjory’s bed and Avery got out his pack of cards and started dealing.


  “Maybe after this, we can play some poker,” Scott said with a wink.


  “Oh, you don’t want to play mom at poker,” Avery said. “She’ll win all your money and then some.”
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  Avery kept watching the news every day during the winter break while his father worked more and more hours. It was a chess game in the pacific. The North Korean fleet paraded around showing off their increasing armaments while the United States and their allies made a show of reinforcing their naval bases. It all reminded Avery of the male peacock at the zoo. It wasn’t housed in a particular area. Instead, he walked along the main paths with his colorful feathers spread out as a declaration that he was the most beautiful creature. The North Koreans were like that peacock saying we have the biggest navy and the scariest missiles.


  Then after the Graves celebrating Christmas with Marjory at the hospital, it all stopped. No more naval voyages on the news or long hours for Robert. Instead, he went to the hospital almost every day, insisting Avery come with him.


  During a late night dinner of soggy burgers and fries, after an entire week of daily hospital visits and little about North Korea on the news, Avery finally asked his father about it.


  “Dad, what’s going on with the navy and North Korea?”


  “You’ve seen the news,” he responded. “It’s all on there.”


  “Yeah, but you’ve got to know more,” Avery pressed. “For a while, the news was constantly covering the state of the North Korean navy, and now nothing.”


  Robert glanced over at Avery, his brow furrowed in thought. He paused for a long while, and Avery began to believe he wouldn’t say anything more. Robert finally broke the silence. “The North Koreans are maneuvering the real weapons around the southern tip of Africa and north along the coasts of the Americas.”


  “Wait,” Avery said, “what do you mean the real weapons?”


  “The reporters on the news are just going off what they see on the satellite images. They think there are all kinds of missiles and nasty stuff on their Pacific fleet, and there might be, but that is just a decoy. They’ve got an arsenal of missiles headed toward the eastern coast of the U.S. on an ordinary cargo boat.”


  “Why doesn’t the news cover the cargo ship of weapons?” Avery asked.


  “There is no way to tell it’s not just an ordinary shipment from China,” Robert responded. “But certain communication were intercepted. We know for sure that the Pacific fleet is just for show, and are fairly confident that the cargo ship is already on route here. Now, I’m not supposed to share all this, since it’s currently confidential, so don’t go telling anyone.”


  Avery imagined the North Koreans loading cardboard tubes decorated with plastic parts painted in all battleship gray onto their ships in an attempt to scare the world with their navy. It was working, Avery was pretty scared. “Is that why we’ve been spending so much time with mom,” he asked. “Because the real threat is coming straight for us?”


  “Pretty much, son,” Robert responded.


  Avery looked down at his soggy half-eaten burger. He wasn’t hungry anymore.
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  Desperately in need of a break from the hospital, Avery decided to spend the day at Michael’s house. He celebrated New Year’s Day with his mom and needed to do something mindless to relieve the stress of observing her declining condition. The cargo ship Avery’s father had told him about was pretty close to Washington D.C. by now. Robert wanted to spend more time at the hospital with his wife as danger approached, while Avery wanted to be far away from the hospital and responsibility, preferring to waste his time in front of a video game with a mild buzz.


  At around four in the afternoon between rounds of zombie slaying, Avery got a call from his father. His mother had taken a sudden turn for the worse, and the doctors didn’t expect her to make it through the night. He should come visit her before she passes.


  “Who was that?” Michael asked. He set down the controller and moved from his bed to sit next to his friend on the floor. The television screen filled with gore as the next round of zombie attacks started without them.


  “My dad, from the hospital,” was all Avery could say before breaking down.


  “Ah, shit man. I’m sorry. Is she… did she die?” Michael asked.


  “Soon,” Avery said trying to gain his composure.


  “I’ll go with you,” Michael said, grabbing his wallet and keys from his desk.


  They drove in Marjory’s Prius to the hospital in absolute silence. Michael stared at the road without saying a thing or even glancing at Avery and Avery was in too much of a shock to speak. The doctors had promised him six more months with his mother, and now he was racing to her bedside in hopes of being with her for maybe six more hours. Michael insisted on dropping Avery off in front of the hospital before parking the car. Avery wanted to turn around and run. Like a robot, he walked inside and to the elevator to go up to the oncology wing.


  The nurse at the nurses station recognized Avery and told him his mother had been moved to the ICU on the second floor. He got back in the elevator and went to the correct floor. After asking one of the nurses at ICU, he was able to find his mother’s room, and inside, the scene was even worse than before. A cart of extra emergency equipment was stationed in the room and more wires and beeping machines than before. His mother was not only frail but incredibly pale and soaked in sweat. Normally, she insisted on wearing her own clothes, but now she was dressed in the crinkly one-size, much bigger than her, hospital gown.


  Avery noticed the other people in the room. A doctor in a white coat was looking at printouts from one of the machines and making notes in a chart, while Robert sat at his wife’s bedside, holding her hand and looking earnestly into her face.


  “Why is mom in the ICU?” Avery asked.


  Robert didn’t speak. He continued looking at his sleeping wife like she would disappear in a blink, so the doctor answered. “Your mother had a fever this morning of a hundred three. It’s caused by an infection, and a normal person’s immune system would be able to fight it off, but the cancer medication has weakened her body’s response, and she can’t fight it off. We’ve tried to give her broad spectrum antibiotics, but they have been ineffective. I’m sorry, there’s nothing left we can do at this point.”


  Robert kept his eyes locked on his wife while he told Avery, “She signed a DNR earlier this morning. She doesn’t want to fight anymore. She wants to go peacefully.” A tear rolled down his cheek.


  Avery’s eyes were all red, but he had stopped his own emotional outpour when he and Michael got in the car. There was nothing he could do to help, and crying over his mother certainly wouldn’t make things better for him, his father, or his mother. Instead, Avery pulled up a chair on the other side of his mother’s bed and held her free hand. There the two men sat on each side of Marjory, holding each hand, afraid to look away.


  After a while, Marjory’s eyes fluttered open, and she saw Avery. “Avery,” she said. “I’m so glad you’re here. I love you so much.”


  “I love you too, mom,” Avery said, his voice high with emotion making him sound like a child.


  Marjory turned her head to look over to her husband, her last ounce of strength used up in the small motion. “I love both of you so much.” Her eyes fluttered back closed. One of the machines beeped an alarm, and the doctor reached over and turned the sound off. He glanced at the clock as a nurse rushed in and stopped as the doctor held up a hand. They waited, and then the doctor declared the time, made a note on the chart, and left the room with the nurse.


  “Goodbye Margie,” Robert whispered, kissing the frail hand he still had clasped in his own.
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  Michael sat with Avery in the waiting room. The nurses urged the Grave men to go home, and Robert obeyed, but Avery couldn’t leave. He knew his mother was being transported to the morgue and would no longer be in the room just down the hall, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave. Her last breath was in that room, and staying close to it was the closest Avery felt he could get to her at the moment. Michael sat with him until midnight, then left since he needed to go home and sleep.


  “Just leave me here,” Avery said.


  “Are you sure, man?” Michael asked. “I drove you here in your Prius. How will you get home?”


  “It’s not my car, it’s my mother’s,” Avery corrected.


  “Right,” Michael said. He paused and glanced at the waiting room clock. “Just, give me a call when you’re ready to leave, and I’ll come pick you up and take you home.”


  “Ok,” Avery said. He looked down at his hands that were clenched in his lap. He tried to remember the feeling of holding his mother’s still living hand in his own. It was only a few hours ago and already felt a lifetime away. He didn’t look up to see Michael leave but just continued staring at his hands.
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  Avery didn’t notice when all the nurses flocked to a patient room to watch the news on TV; his loss was still raw and all consuming. He couldn’t leave the hospital yet and accept that life would continue without his mother. He wasn’t ready.


  Scott came out of the elevator and walked into the waiting room, taking a seat next to Avery. Avery sat quietly, still looking at his hands in his lap.


  “I’m so sorry for your loss,” Scott said just above a whisper.


  “Thanks,” Avery returned.


  “I know it’s the middle of the night, and you don’t feel like you can leave, but we need to go.”


  “Huh?” Avery said as a question, glancing up at Scott’s concerned face.


  “There’s a ship less than a hundred miles from here. It’s heading right towards us. It’s been on the news,” Scott said.


  “A cargo ship.” Avery knew the details without having to watch it on the news with the nurses.


  “Yeah, man, a cargo ship,” Scott continued. “It’s loaded up with some pretty fucked up shit. We need to leave. You’re dad called me. They are going to evacuate the city soon. He wanted to give us the heads up before the president gives the order so that we can beat the traffic.”


  “I can’t leave her,” Avery said.


  “I know buddy, but you can’t stay.”
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  Michael Kaufman and his parents left town driving west as soon as Michael got off the phone with Robert Graves. He wasn’t sure he could stomach watching his best friend grieve anymore, and was glad when his brother Scott had volunteered to go to the hospital and fetch him. Robert wasn’t sure exactly what area would be affected, so they chose Louisville, Kentucky as their safe distance destination to meet up.


  Scott took the Prius, which Michael had left parked in their driveway, to pick up Avery from the hospital. He had expected Avery to put up more of a fight about leaving town but was glad when he left the hospital willingly. Unfortunately, at this point, everyone was leaving town. While they rode down the elevator to the parking garage under the hospital, the president gave the evacuation order for a few coastal cities including Norfolk, Washington D.C., Baltimore, and New York.


  Everyone who was able was in the parking deck trying to navigate out with their cars. It took forever for the two young men to leave the deck, navigate the roads, and merge onto the crowded freeway. Cars were driving on the shoulder of the road and traffic was too thick for the Prius to merge onto the freeway.


  As they drove further inland, traffic started moving. Scott pressed the accelerator to speed up along the shoulder looking for a gap where he could squeeze in to drive on the actual roadway. He slowed down to fit between two cars when they were slammed by a vehicle coming up fast from behind them. The car crashing into the back of the Prius sent it tumbling to the right and down the sloping hill. Avery was glad that Scott had insisted he put on his seatbelt as the car slid down the slope, flipping upside down and back upright again before stopping as it smashed into a tree. The airbags inflated shoving out any breath left in Avery’s lungs.
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  Avery sat there a moment dazed before he could get into action. The terror of the sudden crash had put enough adrenaline into his system for him to focus on the situation at hand instead of his grief. He could call 911 but what would they be able to do in an evacuation situation? He doubted the police would take the time to do a vehicle collision report, call a tow truck, investigate the car that ran them off the road, and find another ride for the young men to Kentucky. Avery knew he and Scott were probably on their own.


  He did a quick check of himself. His body ached everywhere, but he didn’t have any bad injuries. Scott didn’t look like he was doing well.


  “Scott,” Avery said loudly, trying to get his attention. “Scott!” Scott’s head hang down limply and blood was dripping from the tip of his nose. Avery unbuckled his seat belt and got out of the car, ran around the back and clasped on the handle or the driver’s door. The car was wedged between two trees, with one crinkled into the front half of the driver door, pinning it shut. Avery could see Scott was bleeding from an injury on the left side of his head through the spider web of cracks in the window. He didn’t know if he could even get to Scott through the driver door and instead climbed in the back door behind Scott.


  Sitting behind him, Avery could see just how bad Scott’s injury was. It looked like a few cuts to his scalp, maybe from the glass of the windshield. None of them looked too deep, and Avery thought if he could just find a way to slow the bleeding, Scott would be all right. He didn’t have anything handy to use as a bandage, so he slipped off his t-shirt and ripped off strips to use instead.


  As he was tightening the first strip of fabric around Scott’s head, Scott began to bob his head and moan. “Oh, my head.”


  “You got a couple scratches, but you’re going to be just fine. Hold on for a bit, I’m just wrapping this around your head,” Avery said as he finished his improvised bandage.


  “I can’t get the door open,” Scott said, leaning against his door.


  “Yeah, that door isn’t going to open,” Avery replied. “Let me get back to the front, and I’ll help you get out the passenger side.” Avery got out of the car again, and opened the passenger door, helping Scott scoot across the seats and hobble out of the car. “Are you okay to walk?” he asked.


  Scott stood up, putting weight on his feet, and immediately fell back in his seat. “I think I messed up my foot,” he said, pointing down at his left foot.


  “That’s okay,” Avery said. “Just hang onto me; I’ll help you walk. Let’s try and get back up to the freeway.” The two young men climbed and hobbled their way back to the freeway, Scott hopping on his one good foot and Avery helping him stay upright.


  Avery had lost track of time. He remembered Michael leaving the hospital around midnight. How much longer after that had Scott shown up? They must have been in the car for quite a while driving. The real lost time was how long they were trapped in the car after the wreck. Had Avery fallen asleep? The sun was already rising as they approached the road, and they saw no other people. Avery spotted another wrecked car in the median between the two directions of the freeway, but it was clearly abandoned. He Started to shiver; it was freezing outside. Avery could remember wearing a coat to the hospital but didn’t remember if he had brought it with him when they left, and now his t-shirt was wrapped around Scott’s head leaving Avery’s torso exposed to the elements.


  Maybe he should have called 911 as soon as he came to in the car. He helped Scott sit down on the side of the road before fishing his phone out of his pants pocket and calling in now.


  “911, what’s your emergency?” his phone asked.


  “I was in a car accident,” Avery replied.


  “Where?” inquired the operator.


  “I64 around mile 217.”


  “Is anyone hurt?”


  “Yes, my friend Scott. He has some cuts on his head and a broken foot.”


  “Stay where you are,” the operator ordered. “There will be a bus there soon to pick you up.”


  “Okay,” Avery said.


  “Due to high call volume, I am unable to stay on the line. Stay put, and the bus will be there shortly.” The call disconnected.


  “What’s going on?” Scott asked.


  “I guess they’re sending an ambulance for us. The operator said to stay put.” Avery sat down next to Scott and his whole body started to tremble.


  “Hey man, take my coat,” Scott said, freeing one arm out of his winter jacket.


  “No, you keep it,” Avery argued.


  “No way, man. I owe you. You could have left me in the wreck, but instead used your own shirt as a fucking bandage. Take the damn coat.”


  Avery wrapped the one side of the coat around him, leaving the other still on Scott’s frame. “We’ll share,” he said. “The ambulance should be here soon.”


  They waited like that for a few minutes, shivering under the shared coat until a bus approached from the west. The olive green bus stopped in front of them and the door opened to reveal two men in green camouflage military uniforms holding guns. A third man wearing the same uniform climbed down the steps off the bus and approached Scott and Avery.


  “I need you two to get on the bus,” the uniformed man told them. Avery couldn’t tell the man’s rank by his uniform or patches, but he saw the name badge reading “Monroe” above his right pocket. Monroe saw Scott trying to hobble up to standing, and helped him to his feet and onto the bus. Once they were all on and Avery and Scott were seated, Monroe told the driver to continue. “That was our last pickup,” he said as the bus continued, driving toward the rising sun.


  “Excuse me,” Avery said, getting the attention of all three men in uniforms. “Shouldn’t we be heading west away from the coast?”


  “Too late for that,” one of the men holding guns answered. “We’re headed underground.”
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  After driving for a short while, the passengers on the bus found themselves on a one-lane road traveling through federally protected land. Avery wasn’t sure exactly where they were. He was pretty sure they hadn’t entered the Norfolk Naval Base but thought they were probably pretty close to it. A few times the bus had to stop and Monroe and one of the men carrying guns got off to open a gate allowing the bus to pass, then close it behind them.


  Since the bus had heat, Avery finally accepted Scott’s jacket so that he could cover himself up. They were both exhausted, but only Scott was able to get any sleep. Before long, Monroe announced that they had arrived at their destination and everyone would need to get off the bus.


  As they gathered outside, it wasn’t apparent where exactly they were. There wasn’t much of anything around other than a few shrubs and tall grass. The bus was parked at a large parking lot in poor repair with cracks crisscrossing the asphalt and weeds growing through the cracks. In one direction they could see civilization and mountains further out and in the other direction, there was a large hole in the ground with a staircase leading into it.


  Monroe started his briefing. “I need everyone’s attention,” he announced. “I am Officer Monroe. The president of the United States has issued an evacuation for several coastal cities including Washington D.C. and Norfolk in preparation for a probable nuclear attack from North Korea. Knowing that not every person would be able to evacuate, a system of subterranean shelters has been readied for those left behind. We are at the entrance of subterranean shelter number fourteen.


  “Once everyone is inside, the shelter will be sealed shut until one of the following occurs: There is no longer an imminent threat of danger. If there is a missile strike, as soon as firing ceases and it is safe to exit. Or if there is a nuclear attack after two weeks have passed, radiation has returned to a safe level, and it is otherwise safe to exit.


  “If anyone has any questions, please hold onto them until we are inside and the shelter is sealed. Once inside, everyone will be assigned a bunk. We’re all going to be getting nice and cozy together, so let’s all try to get along. Thank you. Please follow me.”


  Avery wanted to ask for medical help for Scott, but Officer Monroe was already leading the way down the staircase. All the people from the bus followed him into the dark pit. Avery wondered what would happen to the bus. He guessed they were just leaving it behind in that parking lot with a few other vehicles including two more green buses.


  Scott held onto Avery and hobbled next to him up to the staircase. Scott didn’t look like he was doing too well. His foot was so swollen he had to remove his shoe, he had bruises all over, and the t-shirt bandage along with his blond hair were stained dark red with blood.


  “Hey,” a woman’s voice called from behind him. “Hey, do you need help down the stairs?” Avery turned his head to look at the speaker, a beautiful tall woman with long blond hair and large green eyes. She wore a slinky black cocktail dress and dark makeup around her eyes that looked a little smudged and smeared like after a long night. Avery slowed down to give her a chance to catch up and when she got closer he could see a light dusting of freckles on her nose and cheeks. He felt a pang in his chest and figured this must be what love-at-first-sight feels like.


  “Hello there,” Scott slurred, smooth even in his injured state. “If that means I get to wrap an arm around you, then I definitely need your help.” The young women slipped Scott’s right arm over her shoulders and the three of them navigated down the steps into the darkened cave together.


  “So, what brings you here?” Avery asked, immediately feeling stupid for asking the question. Anyone who hadn’t evacuated was probably brought here.


  She paused a moment before answering, “I got held up. It’s kind of personal.”


  “Oh,” Avery said.


  “We were at the hospital,” Scott said, “his mom died.” Scott nodded to indicate Avery, then cursed at the pain from shaking his head.


  “Oh my god, I am so sorry!” she gushed.


  “Thanks,” Avery said. With everything going on, the reality that he had watched his mother’s last breath the previous day hadn’t sunk in yet. He felt exhausted and wasn’t ready to deal with the emotions of his mother’s death.


  “We were heading out of town to evacuate,” Scott continued, “but got in a wreck.”


  “Oh,” she said. They continued down the stairs for a while in silence before she said, “I’m Linda.”


  “Scott,” Scott said, “and my pal’s name is Avery.”


  “Nice to meet you,” Linda said.


  “Pleasure’s mine,” Scott said, flashing her a winning smile.


  They followed the paved walkway deeper into the cave towards a set of double doors which were propped open and guarded by the two men in uniform. The doors opened to a long hallway lit by large fluorescent lights like those used for office buildings. Avery could still smell the paint fumes. The shelter must have been recently completed.


  The hallway was long, around 200 feet, and sloped downward deeper underground. It ended at a larger hallway where everyone turned left, walked down the large hallway, then all fed into a large room to the right. This room had high ceilings and was furnished with multiple identical blue sofas, armchairs, and gray metal side tables.


  The trio sat down together on one of the long sofas. Avery was anxious about getting Scott some medical attention. He didn’t look too good.


  “Furniture looks like the shit we have in our dorms,” Scott commented.


  “Oh, yeah, it totally does!” Linda agreed. “Where do you go to school?”


  “Virginia Tech,” Scott answered.


  “Oh, wow, you’re really smart then,” she said with a high-pitched giggle. “I went to Virginia School of Nursing.”


  “Nursing?” Avery asked. “You’re a nurse? Maybe you could take a look at Scott’s head and foot.”


  Linda paused, a stony expression on her beautiful face. “I didn’t finish. I don’t think I’d be qualified…”


  “Bullshit,” Scott interrupted. “I’m sure you’re competent. And I just have a scratch and a sprain, no real medical mystery there.”


  “Well, you hit your head, so you could have a concussion,” Linda began saying.


  “There you go. I had no idea I could have a concussion. You’re much more qualified than me,” Scott said.


  “But I don’t know the first thing to do if that’s the case.”


  A man in uniform approached their sofa. Avery didn’t recognize him from their bus, and saw his name tag read “Perry”.


  “We’ve got a doctor setting up in the medical wing. Would you like me to escort you there?” he asked Scott.


  “Hell yeah,” Scott replied. “Oh, my friend Linda here is a nursing student. Why don’t we take her with us?” he asked turning to Linda. She nodded to indicate she was fine with this plan.


  “Sure,” Perry said, “We’ll need your help. Come along.” He and Linda helped Scott up and they disappeared into the hall.


  Looking around, Avery guessed there were maybe 150 people congregated in the large room. Maybe there were more people elsewhere in the shelter. There were a few tables on one side of the room, each manned by someone in a green camo uniform. Already, there was a line of people waiting at each table, and it appeared they were assigning bunks for everyone. With nothing else to do, Avery got up and waited in one of the lines.


  At the first table, he was handed a brown lunch sack with a sandwich, apple, sad crumbly cookies, and a pouch of water. There, the officer took his name, added it to a ledger and gave Avery a key for his bunk. At the second table, they took note of all the provisions he would need since he hadn’t packed a bag, and told him he’d be delivered clothing, bedding, and towels in his bunk by lights out that evening.


  The third line led to the only army person who was wearing a different uniform. He had a dark suit covered in pins and patches declaring his rank. His warm greeting surprised Avery after how coolly the other officials treated him.


  “Hello, young man,” he said. “What’s your name?”


  “Avery Graves,” he answered. For the third time, his name was recorded in a ledger. At least it was easy to spell.


  “Alright, Mr. Graves. I’m Lieutenant Gerald Clark. This card here is your meal ticket,” he said, handing Avery a business card sized flimsy laminate. “You’ll need this for every meal at the cafeteria. Hold onto it, because if you lose it, I’ll be very upset about replacing it.” Clark gave him a nod.


  Avery looked down at the card. “There are thirty days on here,” he said.


  “Yes, we were cautious about the number of days, but most likely we won’t be stuck down here that long.”


  “How long do you think we’ll be here?” Avery asked.


  “You got somewhere else you need to be, son?” Clark asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “No, Lieutenant,” he said. “It’s just that, my dad works in the government. He seemed pretty certain that an attack is imminent.”


  Clark nodded, eyeing Avery. “Your father may be onto something. There are a few possible scenarios that we have prepared for. The longest one is nuclear fallout which would be two to three weeks.”


  Avery nodded, put his meal ticket in his pocket with his new bunk key and walked away from the tables. He noticed a petite woman with red hair who looked to be in her twenties sitting with a dark-haired boy who was around ten. Not wanting to sit alone, Avery approached them and asked, “Mind if I sit with you?”


  “Help yourself,” the woman said. She had a warm voice, with a low scratchy tone which was rare for a woman.


  “Who are you?” the boy asked Avery.


  “I’m Avery. What’s your name?”


  “Paul. And this is my neighbor, Wanda.”


  “I watch him after school until his parents get home from work, but his parents were working out of town for a few days, and now we’re here on a camping adventure!” Wanda kept her tone positive, probably for the kid’s sake. Avery couldn’t think of anything he could add to the conversation without scaring the little kid. Maybe he should have found someone else to sit with.


  “Which bunk did you get?” Paul asked Avery.


  Avery pulled out his key and looked at the number. “I’ve got twenty-six,” he said.


  “We’re in twenty-seven! I bet we’ll be right next to each other!” Paul said in excitement.


  “Or across,” Wanda added.


  “We’re going to have fun camping together,” Paul said. Avery couldn’t believe how optimistic this kid was, but it was rubbing off, which was nice.


  “So, Paul, do you like video games?” Avery asked.


  “Oh man, do I? I love video games!” The three talked about their shared passion for video games until the blast came.
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  Paul was telling Avery every gruesome detail of the first boss monster in the game Zombie Hunters when the ground began to shake. It reminded Avery of being on a carnival ride, except without the smell of buttery popcorn and candied nuts. The entire cement floor and earth beneath them began shaking violently back and forth, side to side, up and down. The lights flickered, unsure if they would be able to stay on. Then an alarm came on, a loud piercing siren complete with flashing red lights.


  Avery was too shocked and surprised to yell out, but he heard several screams around him. One was the high pitch wail of a child, Paul, clinging onto Wanda, who had nothing to cling onto herself except for Paul. Avery realized the furniture and floor seemed to move in unison, meaning the furniture must have been bolted to the floor. He gripped tightly onto the arms of his chair to keep himself seated.


  “The furniture is bolted down,” he yelled to Wanda, and for the benefit of anyone else who could hear his voice. “Hold onto the couch!” With one arm still around Paul, Wanda tried to wrap her other arm around the couch cushion. The blast had settled down to a tremor and a moment later it was still again. The screech of the alarm ceased, but the flashing red light continued.


  One of the men in uniform started shouting directions. “Perry, go to the medical wing and make sure everyone there is secure. Everyone, there is a strap located on either side of each cushion on the furniture. Secure yourself, then help others who can’t secure themselves. There may be more than the one blast…”


  Avery and Wanda were already gripping their straps as soon as the officer mentioned it, so they were secured when the next blast interrupted whatever he planned to say next. The second blast was even larger than the first, rattling Avery’s teeth and making him sick to his stomach. Paul’s wails were replaced by full out crying, and even Wanda was yelling trying to find the strength to hold the two of them securely to the sofa as the whole room danced through space.


  After a few seconds of violent shaking, the severity of the shaking lessened until they were still once again. Avery took a sigh of relief, hoping that the danger was now over. Paul continued sobbing as Wanda clutched him tightly to her. The ground started shaking again, low and gradual at first. It gained energy but wasn’t as violent as the first two blast. The room, however, seemed to tilt to the side. They heard the awful sounds of rock scraping against rock like they were sliding down a gravel path. The rocky scraping sound filled their ears, louder than the siren had been. Avery thought he could also hear the splashing of water or waves, but only for a few seconds before it was overpowered again by the sound of crushing rocks.


  He wasn’t sure how long the rumbling of the third blast lasted, but it must have been more than a few minutes, certainly more than just the initial impact of a bomb. The flickering lights, which had been dim for so long, finally returned to full strength, and Avery’s eyes hurt as they adjusted back to the brightness. Considering the severity of the blasts, there wasn’t too much debris or obvious damage in the room they were in. Avery guessed the construction of this shelter had been made to withstand several blasts. He figured the lights probably weren’t glass tubes like he thought and the furniture was made of something sturdier than the mass-produced fiberboard used to inexpensively furnish dorms like Scott had guessed.


  They waited a few minutes in semi-silence. A few people were crying, but not loudly. Paul whimpered in Wanda’s arms. Avery saw a few people lying on the floor, crumpled in pain, who must have been injured.


  “We’re waiting for confirmation that the threat is over. Everyone please keep yourselves secured,” Lieutenant Clark said. He held onto a bar mounted to one of the walls. The Lieutenant held a radio up to his ear, listening. They all waited for what seemed like forever. Avery didn’t even notice he was holding his breath. After a few more minutes a buzzing voice came over the radio. Lieutenant Clark hurriedly spoke into the radio, asking for an update from all his men. Satisfied that everyone was accounted for, he announced to the room and his radio, “I’m giving the all clear. Let’s proceed to bring all the wounded to the medical wing, and in twenty minutes I want everyone here in the center to do a head count.”


  Every person wearing a military uniform marched around the large room and helped the dozen or so injured people. Avery hoped there were more people than just Linda and the one doctor in the medical wing.


  “You okay?” Avery asked Wanda. The three of them appeared to be uninjured.


  “Yes, I’m good. A little shaken,” she replied. Avery chuckled, noticing the literalism of the idiom. “Are you okay buddy?” Wanda asked Paul who was trembling in her arms.


  “I don’t want it to shake anymore,” he said.


  “It’s not going to, I promise,” Wanda said. “We can go back to having fun camping.”


  “I’ve never been in an earthquake before,” he continued. He voice was high and weak.


  “Neither have I,” Wanda said, “but you did great. You were incredibly brave.” After another minute of hugging close to Wanda, Paul withdrew himself from her embrace. He seemed a little dazed, but fine otherwise. Avery was pretty sure the blasts they felt were from something really big. He guessed Lieutenant Clark’s longest timeline of waiting for radiation levels to become safe would be the one that would apply now.
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  After the terrifying events of the afternoon, everyone in the shelter was able to finally retire to their bunks. Aside from the car wreck, Avery hadn’t slept in the last 48 hours, but even lying down finally in a bed, he couldn’t fall asleep. Life had changed too much in the past two days. The other bed in his room was empty. He hoped the officers had saved it for Scott. With the blasts and earthquakes, or whatever had happened, no linens had been delivered, and Avery felt cold with just jeans and Scott’s thin bloodstained jacket and no blankets. It wasn’t long before he heard a soft tapping at the door.


  He opened it and found Wanda standing there with a blanket draped around her shoulders. “Hey,” he said.


  “Paul’s already asleep, and I just, I don’t want to be alone,” she said.


  “Oh,” Avery said. He held the door open wider, “Come in.”


  “Actually,” she said, “I don’t want Paul to wake up and me not be in there, could you maybe come to our bunk?”


  “Sure,” Avery said. He made sure he still had his key in his pocket and walked with Wanda across the hall to her bunk. Sure enough, Paul was already asleep in his own sleeping bag with cartoon turtles on it. Wanda sat on the other bed and Avery sat down next to her.


  “Paul’s parents weren’t out of town on business,” Wanda began at just above a whisper. “His dad was having an affair and was entertaining the mistress in Las Vegas. His mom found out, and followed them there, leaving their kid behind with me. I didn’t want to evacuate without either of Paul’s parents knowing, but couldn’t reach them on their cells. Finally, I decided we just needed to go, but I couldn’t get my car started. I called everyone I know, but no one had room for two in their car or had already left. Finally, I stuffed as much as I could in a few backpacks, woke up Paul, and told him we were going camping. We rode our bicycles as far as the highway before we saw the bus. By then it was too late. They brought us here.” Wanda didn’t look sad. She was obviously concerned about the boy, but she was so matter of fact about her situation. Avery admired how stoic she was.


  Avery told Wanda about his mom’s death and the events that led up to him riding a bus as well. His eyes watered while he talked, feeling safe enough sitting here with Wanda and the quietly sleeping boy to let himself grieve.


  “I’m so sorry about your mother,” Wanda said. She took another blanket from her bed and draped it around Avery. He was trembling and found the small gesture comforting. “Your father was able to evacuate, right?”


  Avery nodded too choked up to say anything.


  “I don’t have anyone other than that little boy,” she said nodding at Paul. “I was all packed up and ready to leave Virginia. I got my degree in agricultural engineering, and instead of applying my degrees to my family’s cattle ranch near Dallas, I decided to get an academic job as a professor. Because that’s what they need at universities, to learn about producing corn. I was going to move to Santa Fe for a teaching job, but…” Wanda sighed. “We should probably try to get some sleep.”


  “I don’t know if I’ll be able to sleep,” Avery said. “I like the sound of your voice. Maybe you could keep talking?”


  “Sure,” Wanda said. “Why don’t you lie down? I could tell you a story. Anything in particular?”


  “Tell me about growing up on a ranch.”


  “Okay,” Wanda said. As she started telling one of the tales of her childhood, Avery lied down leaving room on the bed for Wanda to settle down next to him. She wasn’t far into her story before he fell asleep.
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  The following morning, Avery woke up to Officer Monroe delivering linens to the bunks. “There was more room to sleep across the hall,” he said as he deposited a pile of towels at the foot of Paul’s bed. Avery was glad he didn’t get reprimanded for sneaking into a woman’s room.


  Avery knew he slept late into the morning, but had to do a double-take when he didn’t see the sun streaming in the window. There was no window. They were underground and would be for a while. Avery’s body was stiff from sleeping crammed against the wall, and waking up next to a cute woman, even if she was a little older than him, made him stiffen more. Wanda sat up tossing the blanket off, and Avery grabbed it, wrapping it around himself, embarrassed.


  Paul sat up and announced, “I’m hungry.” He looked over and noticed Avery. “Oh, hi Avery! When did you get here?” Avery pulled the blanket over his head as well. He didn’t want to face the day, let alone an inquisitive kid.


  Wanda laughed at Avery before saying to Paul, “He wanted to come with us to breakfast, but we need to brush our teeth first. Let’s go find the bathroom and brush our teeth. Then we can come back here and change out of our PJ’s and head to the cafeteria and meet Avery there.”


  “Okay,” Paul agreed. He hopped up and the two left with their toothbrushes. Avery got up and tossed the blanket onto the bed. He paused and decided he should make the bed nicely instead of leaving it a mess. Once he got the blanket somewhat tucked in, he left to go to his own bunk. In his bunk, only one set of linens had been delivered. Maybe he wouldn’t have a roommate.


  Avery thought he’d go straight to breakfast, but he noticed that not only was the jacket he wore stained with blood and dirt, but so were his pants. He took off his jeans to reveal some bruises and a gash across his left leg. How did he not notice that? He took off the jacket and saw on his chest a dark bruise exactly where his seatbelt had been. Amongst the linens left on his bed were a few pairs of scrubs. In clean clothes, he still had an awful smell. Taking the towel, Avery found the bathrooms and showered. The water wasn’t particularly warm. Perhaps the shelter didn’t have a water heater. He was cold but clean.


  He saw his reflection in the mirror, and the weary face looking back at him caught him off guard. He didn’t look like a man. He looked like a scared kid. His slender frame appeared even frailer with the new bruises and scrapes. His pale blue eyes hiding behind his unkempt hair had no spark behind them. He grabbed a comb and neatly combed his hair back away from his face. This was the best he could get and after brushing his teeth and getting dressed in a set of scrubs, he left the bunks and looked for the cafeteria.


  At the cafeteria at least, they were serving warm food. Avery got a tray of what looked like grits, pancakes, canned fruit cocktail, and coffee. He didn’t see Scott, but was able to find Linda and sat down with her, even though she had finished her breakfast and only had a half cup of coffee in front of her. She was also wearing a gray pair of scrubs and looked freshly showered with a clean face and wet hair tied back in a bun. Even without the cute dress and makeup, she was still beautiful.


  “Hello, Linda. How are you?” Avery asked.


  “Tired,” she answered. “I’ve been up all night bandaging people in the medical wing.”


  “Oh,” Avery said. He had known she was there but forgot how many more people were injured during the blast and would need medical attention. “How is Scott?”


  “He’s fine,” she said. “Cuts on his head weren’t bad. We don’t have an x-ray or anything, so I just put his foot in a splint. Hopefully, that will be enough.”


  “Yes,” Avery said. He felt bad he got to sleep and Linda hadn’t, although he certainly needed it.


  She leaned toward him and started talking just above a whisper, “I overheard that they have supplies here to support like a thousand people for thirty days.”


  “Really?” he asked, keeping his voice down as well, not sure if this was supposed to be public knowledge or not.


  “Yeah, but there’re only like two hundred people here. So, that’s enough for us to go for five months.”


  “Five months?” he said at a normal volume. Linda held a finger in front of her lips and hissed. “Sorry,” he continued in a whisper. “Why would we be here that long?”


  Linda’s eyes got wide. “You didn’t hear it last night?” she asked.


  “No…”


  “It was really creepy. There were whales singing. You could hear them above us.”


  “Whales?” he asked skeptically, careful to keep his voice down.


  “Yes,” she said. “The blast was directed under us. It forced the entire shelter underwater. We can’t get out.”


  “What?” Avery asked, yet again a little too loud. Linda hissed at him to be quiet.


  “There’s going to be a briefing at noon,” she said. “Lieutenant Clark’s going to tell us everything they know about the blast and how we’re going to get out.”


  Wanda and Paul approached with their fresh trays and sat down with them. Avery made introductions and Wanda, Paul, and Linda all greeted each other. Linda got up saying, “Well, I haven’t slept yet, so I’m going to my bunk to do just that. Let me know what happens if I miss the briefing later.”


  “Sure,” Avery agreed.


  After they all finished their breakfast, Paul and Wanda went to the first main room, which the army personnel called the center, and Avery went to find Scott at the medical wing.


  Scott looked significantly better already. He had a clean white bandage around his head framing his shock of blond hair that was no longer covered in blood and dirt. He wore a splint on his foot which resembled a boot, strapped on with Velcro. He had changed out of his clothes from the previous day to scrubs that matched Avery’s.


  “Hey buddy,” Scott said to Avery as soon as he approached.


  “Hi Scott,” he said. “How’s your head?”


  “Seven stitches,” Scott said tapping a finger against his white bandage.


  “Are you able to leave the medical wing?” Avery asked.


  “Yeah, I’m not as hurt as some of the other people that came in after the blast. But it’s not like they need my bed. Also, that cute blond nurse delivered breakfast to me in bed like I’m staying in a damn five-star hotel. Not sure if I want to leave.”


  “Linda?” Avery asked, identifying the cute blond.


  “That’s the one,” Scott said leaning back letting out a sigh. Avery didn’t like Scott’s obvious admiration of the woman Avery himself was drawn to. In the end, girls always seemed to go for the smooth talking, tall, Virginia Tech frat boy. Maybe Avery didn’t have a chance.


  “I saw her at breakfast in the cafeteria. She said there is going to be a briefing today at noon.”


  “Yeah,” Scott said, “I heard the doctor talking about it. It’s at the center. Let’s head on over there and make sure we get good seats. I want to hear just how deep of shit we’re in.” Scott was able to get himself out of the bed and already had a set of crutches waiting next to him. They slowly made their way toward the center and found a seat near the front where the tables had been set up the previous day. They didn’t have to wait long for the briefing to start.
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  Avery kept an eye out for Linda but didn’t see her before Lieutenant Clark marched to the front of the center. He stood at a temporary podium that had been set up and began the briefing.


  “Hello everyone. I am Lieutenant Gerald Clark and I am serving as temporary Captain of Subterranean Shelter 14, or SS14 for short.” Even though there was no microphone or speaker equipment, Lieutenant, now Captain, Clark was easy to hear throughout the center as he talked in a clear booming voice. “Before I go into details of the events from yesterday, I would like to go over some housekeeping details while I have everyone’s undivided attention.


  “We have a total headcount in SS14 of one hundred ninety-four. Now, SS14 was built to house up to a thousand souls, so we have plenty of space and resources for everyone. That said, you all will still need to keep track of your own linens and meal tickets. I am not going to allow resources go to waste or for them to be squandered because, at some point, we are going to need every can of beans we’ve got.


  “Although everyone was checked into a dorm with two beds for the first night, there are larger bunks available which all fared well through the blast. They are structured as three bedroom residences and we will have families and same-sex groups of three move to these bunks. I encourage you all, pick whichever arrangement will make you most comfortable. We may be here for a while.


  “At 16:42 eastern standard time, a cargo ship carrying nuclear warheads for the North Korean military launched a series of missiles at the coast of the United States, right at Norfolk Naval Base. Our best guess is that the missiles were detonated just off the coast, and the impact started a landslide, which has relocated the entirety of SS14. Unfortunately, we have not been able to reestablish communication outside of our shelter. From the sounds of humpback whale songs last night, it appears the shelter has been relocated to the bottom of the ocean.”


  The crowd listening to Clark had been super quiet so far during the briefing, but now they exploded with exclamations. No one wanted to believe they were cut off from the outside. Someone suggested they all swim to the surface. All the officers were standing around the room, blocking all the doors to the center, waiting for Clark to give the order for them to spring into action. Instead, Clark let everyone clamor for a minute before raising up his hands as a request for them to quiet down.


  “We are airtight and watertight down here. Although we are unable to measure the water pressure outside, the shelter was built to withstand great force. All of the structures of SS14 are encased in cylinders of concrete reinforced with rebar, making it incredibly strong and able to withstand large sustained force. Right now, I can’t say what our current depth is, but simply swimming to the surface may not be a feasible option.


  “Now, SS14 is a big place. It was originally constructed during the cold war and underwent modifications to make it fit for the current threat. We will all be able to continue to thrive while we’re waiting until it’s safe to leave. Right now, our most basic resources of oxygen, clean water, and food, will last us for about five months. Now, I don’t expect us all to be down here that long, but we won’t be out of here overnight.


  “Since we will be here for a while, everyone who is able-bodied will be assigned work detail. I want to maintain a clean and safe environment. Later this afternoon at sixteen hundred hours, you will all get the opportunity to request bunk transfers and preferred work detail. If you do not request a transfer, you will stay in the same dorm you were assigned last night. If you do not request any work detail, I will make sure to assign you to whatever needs to be done, even if it’s scrubbing the toilets.


  “I’m sure a lot of you have questions. I will not be addressing any questions right now in front of the whole group but will make myself available after lunch in this room to answer questions about our current situation. I don’t guarantee I’ll have an answer for you, but you are more than welcome to ask. Thank you all for your time and attention, and I release you all to the cafeteria for lunch.”
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  Scott and Avery agreed to share a bunk, but they still needed one more person. Avery immediately thought of Paul. The kid deserved a space larger than the tiny dorm they spent the first night in, and Avery doubted there would be any way for Paul to get his own room within a bunk and still stay with Wanda. Once they had their living arrangement sorted out, Wanda and Linda decided to move into a bunk together and found a third woman also in her mid-twenties who would move in with them.


  The three men were visiting the women’s bunk as they were getting settled. Wanda and Paul were the only ones in the shelter who had packed their own items, and Wanda already had her comfy blankets and pink sheet tucked into her new bed. Linda was helping their third roommate Heather make her bed.


  “It’s called hospital corners,” Linda explained as she showed Heather on the first corner how she neatly folded the sheet along the side of the bed before tucking the next side under. “It’ll hold the sheet down and make it look tidy.”


  “Why didn’t they just give us fitted sheets?” Heather asked, flipping her long mane of wavy brown hair from one shoulder to the other before haphazardly cramming sheet under the mattress.


  “Because,” Linda answered moving onto another corner of the bed, “flat sheets are more sanitary. They are easier to wash and dry and also fold and store. Plus, the elastic wears out quickly on fitted sheets.”


  “You learn to make a bed like that in nursing school?” Scott asked leaning against one of his crutches in the doorway.


  “Yes, I did…” Linda said, un-tucking the side Heather had just been tucking to make a third tidy corner.


  “Oh, you’re a nurse?” Heather asked.


  “Well…” Linda started, tucking in the final corner of the sheet.


  “She flunked out,” Scott answered. “Too much…” he pinched his thumb and first finger together holding them up to his lips in the gesture for smoking, then dropped his hand and gave Linda a wink.


  “Wow,” Linda said, “I’m not telling you any more of my secrets.”


  “It’s okay,” Heather insisted. “I was in and out of college for 5 years just trying to decide on a major before I dropped out and started working on getting my associates degree in accounting. Most boring profession ever.”


  “So what kind of work detail did you sign up for?” Linda asked.


  “Well, there’s no accounting down here, so I figured I’m a pretty competent cook. I could start there.”


  “If you all keep a lid on my nursing school failure, I think I’ve got the medical wing in the bag,” Linda said.


  “I’ve got a good amount of my computer science degree under my belt,” Scott said, “so I figure they’d let me work in technology maintenance.” He turned to face the hall and shouted out to the others, “What work detail did you guys ask for?”


  Wanda, Paul, and Avery were playing a card game in the living room, and Avery answered first. “I’m only seventeen, so I get to study and only work part time, but the only part time offering is janitor.”


  “That’s lame,” Heather said as she, Linda, and Scott left her room to join them in the living room.


  “I have my doctorate in agricultural engineering which gives me no advantage in an underground shelter with no sunlight,” Wanda said. “I didn’t sign up for anything and will just let the fates decide.”


  “It won’t be the fates deciding, it will be that smiley Captain Clark,” Scott said. “I’m sure he’ll find something appropriate for you. Maybe bodyguard.”


  The women all laughed at this, although Avery didn’t understand how it was funny. Wanda said, “Don’t know if we’ll need any of them down here.”


  “I just hope they are able to give us enough to do. I really would rather keep busy than have time to dwell on what a shitty situation we’re in,” Scott said.


  Wanda shot Scott a dirty look as Paul shouted, “oh, you said a bad word!”


  “I agree,” Heather said. “Idle hands are the devil’s playthings. Good thing we’re only here for a month.”


  “Well, that’s what Captain Clark projected,” Avery corrected. “I get the feeling the number of days we’re here might change.”


  “And that thought,” Linda said, “is why we need to keep busy. Dinner should be up soon, and then the work assignments will be released. Why don’t we all head over there early?”


  “Let me finish my game first,” Paul insisted.


  “We will,” Wanda said. “Why don’t you three go on ahead? We’ll meet you at the cafeteria when we’re done here.”


  Scott, Heather, and Linda agreed and the two women followed Scott as he sped ahead having already mastered his crutches.


  After dinner, Avery read through the new work assignments posted on the center doors, even though he already knew cleaning crew was in his future. Scott and Linda got the work detail they wanted. Heather didn’t get a job cooking, but rather serving meals and cleaning up the kitchen. Surprisingly, Wanda got placed teaching. Avery felt it was nice she would get to see Paul every day in a classroom since they weren’t able to share a bunk.


  With their new work details, life underground started to settle into a nice little routine. Yes, everyone was anxious to get any news on political developments as well as when they would be able to leave the shelter. Even though the military personnel consistently called the shelter SS14, everyone living there started referring to it as ‘Refuge’. They were away and protected from any warfare that might have broken out between the United States and North Korea but also isolated. Any cellular phone was worthless since there was no signal underwater. They didn’t have telephone lines or cable connection. Avery wasn’t sure they could even get radio here.


  Yet, people continued on. Even though they didn’t know how their loved ones on the surface were doing or if there was anything left above ground after the blast, the residents of Refuge put on a brave face and continued surviving underwater.
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  Avery pushed the bucket down the hall and started mopping the next patch of floor. The sealed concrete floor stretched on and on behind him, glistening as it dried from the fresh cleaning. In front of him, he had just a short stretch before he reached the residences. Once he finished mopping the halls through the residences which were in use, skipping the halls where no one resided, he would be done for his shift today. Tomorrow he would clean the bathrooms and the day after, the center. The kitchen staff took care of the kitchen and cafeteria, and there was a woman with full time cleaning duty who cleaned the interior of the residents and also took care of cleaning the bathrooms so they got thoroughly cleaned twice a week. They had only been at Refuge for a little more than a week, and already Avery was used to his new routine.


  Once all the halls in the residences were done, Avery was about to turn back and return his mop and bucket to the janitorial closet within the storage areas when something strange caught his eye. He saw the hall stretching between the dorms was wet. Of course, it was wet where he had mopped already, but it appeared to be wet further down where he hadn’t bothered mopping. He propped the mop against the wall, and slowly walked down the hall, passing the increasing numbered doors. The floor under his feet was now dry, but he could clearly see water ahead, and the line of water on the floor advanced toward him by a hair.


  He rushed forward, splashing down the wet hall. The water would be coming from somewhere. He didn’t know the layout of Refuge too well and was unsure if the leak could be from an exterior wall or the interior plumbing. Still, either situation was bad. They couldn’t afford to lose all of their fresh water, but in the other case, the shelter would certainly fill up with seawater and drown everyone. He sniffed the air and could already smell the salt. Avery wasn’t sure what to do. He needed to act fast. Leaving the mop and bucket behind, he ran towards the main hall, recalling there was an area near the center where Captain Clark had set up as his office.


  Avery turned into the command area and found the door with the neatly hand-written sign marking it as Clark’s temporary office. He didn’t bother knocking and threw open the door. Officer Monroe was there meeting with Clark and when he turned and saw Avery, a grave expression took over his face.


  “What’s wrong?” Monroe asked, standing up out of his chair.


  “There’s a leak in the residences. I saw water coming into the hallway.”


  “Show me,” Monroe ordered, grabbing a large loop of keys hanging on the wall and checking to see if he had his radio attached to his belt. Monroe was easily able to keep up with Avery as the pair jogged down the hall back toward the residences.


  As soon as they got to where Avery left his mop, Monroe started talking into his radio. “There is standing water in residential hall E. The water level has made it up to dorm door… 863. No apparent cause or leak. I’m going to start checking rooms for the source of water and we can find and stop the leak.”


  Monroe used the large ring of keys to let himself into the first dorm with water at the door. Right after he walked through the door there came a loud crash echoing from the end of the hall. Monroe jumped and sprinted back to the hallway where Avery still stood.


  “What happened?” Monroe asked. Avery didn’t have a chance to answer as the water line trickled closer and started speeding up, making waves as it quickly splashed closer and closer.


  Monroe started yelling into his radio. “We have an emergency leak. We need to seal off residential hall E now!”


  A minute later Officer Perry and Captain Clark came running down the hall pushing a cart loaded with tools. They took off an item which looked like an emergency raft used on airplanes in case of a crash over water, but in bright orange. Monroe helped Perry unfurl the deflated sack and the pair held it up in the air as Clark gave a hard yank to a cord attached to a red handle. Instantly, the empty sack came to life inflating with a hiss.


  “There’s another over here,” Perry said, indicating a second red handle. Clark pulled that one, and the hiss became louder as the sack grew even faster. The orange device would seal off the entire hallway. The leak, where ever it was, let in water too fast for them to take the time to find the source, and sealing the hall was the best fix.


  Avery jumped as another large crash came erupting down the hall. The orange bladder blocking the hall let a spray of water come through along the wall half way up on both sides.


  “Get the foam!” Clark shouted. Perry took a device, which was two large canisters connected together and strapped it on, wearing it like a backpack. Each canister had a tube leading from it, and the two tubes met at a nozzle. Perry ran up to the leak between the bladder and the wall and with a jerk of the lever attached to the nozzle, started spraying a light gray foam. A lot of the foam got immediately washed away by the water, but some of it stuck, and once he had sprayed enough foam, the water flow became less. He worked along the floor and up the other side, slowly sealing the orange bladder to both walls, floor, and finally the ceiling.


  “Good work, men,” Clark said once the immediate threat was over. “We need to install a new cinderblock wall in front of the emergency block. It should hold for 24 hours, but let’s not push our luck. Monroe, I want you to stay here and report any changes. Perry, go get some men from maintenance to start constructing the new wall. And you,” he said, addressing Avery, “good work alerting us to the leak. Another minute and we may not have been so lucky.”


  “Thank you,” Avery muttered. After returning to the hall with Monroe, all Avery had done was stand back and watch the three men work. He didn’t feel like any congratulations were warranted.


  Monroe nodded at Avery who stood motionless, even after Perry and Clark had marched away. “Hey, kid. Don’t look so glum. Why don’t you take the rest of the day off? You’ve earned it.”


  “Yeah,” Avery said. It was already late, and mopping had been the last thing he needed to get done before turning in. He turned to walk over to his bunk, then came back to grab the mop.


  “Don’t worry about that,” Monroe said pointing to the mop. “I got it. Get some rest. Thanks again.” Avery turned back towards his bunk and walked away. He could already hear the loud clatter of the first cart of cinderblocks getting pushed down the hall to build the new wall.
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  “Hey, did you guys know that Avery’s totally a hero?” Paul announced to Avery’s friends at the cafeteria. Paul usually sat with the few other kids during meal times, but he was so excited to tell Avery’s story about the leak. He was sharing the news with everyone.


  “I know buddy,” Scott said, mussing Paul’s hair with his hand. “I was there when Avery told you. Go tell the other kids.” He took his box of milk and tossed it onto Paul’s tray. “Here, have some more chocolate milk, kid. You need to beef up.”


  “Thanks!” Paul said as he ran off to sit with the kids.


  “What’s this about being a hero?” Wanda asked.


  Avery really wanted to impress Linda but she seemed pretty preoccupied picking at her food.


  “Oh it’s nothing,” Avery said, smoothing his neatly combed hair with his hand.


  “Nothing, my ass,” Scott said, slapping the table. “If it weren’t for you, we’d all be drowning and dead right now.”


  “Stop it, Scott!” Linda scolded. Avery was jealous that Scott had such an easy time getting Linda’s attention and he wasn’t even on her radar. “Why do you have to go around hitting everything?”


  “Sorry, it’s just my nature,” he said, giving her a wink. Linda scoffed and pushed away her tray before getting up and storming off.


  “What was that all about?” Avery asked.


  “Apparently I’m not nearly as smooth as I thought,” Scott said.


  “Did you do something to make her so mad?” Scott and Wanda both had an uncomfortable face. They must have known something Avery didn’t.


  “Tell me, Avery,” Wanda said, breaking the tension. “What was this heroic act Paul was talking about?”


  “Oh, right,” Avery said, glancing at the door Linda had left through. She was long gone. “I was mopping in the residences last night when I noticed the floor was wet ahead of me where I hadn’t mopped yet…” Avery continued to tell Wanda about the leak, the Captain’s reaction, and the new wall.


  By that evening, all the residents at Refuge were aware a major leak had happened, and no one felt nearly as safe as they had in their safe haven.
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  Scott and Avery both got along with Paul really well, but Avery was also relieved when Paul went to bed a couple hours before he and Scott did. Paul seemed to have endless energy and talked all the time, and Avery required a certain amount of quiet. Scott spent most evenings with Linda at her bunk, but after their little fight that morning, Scott was giving her some space.


  “You got the hot-for-teacher thing going on, buddy?” Scott asked. There wasn’t much to do in their bunk, so Avery was studying his calculus textbook for fun.


  “No,” Avery answered. “Wanda is like ten years older than I am.”


  “She’s still cute.”


  “I see her as more of a big sister,” Avery clarified. “What’s going on with Linda? Did you do something to piss her off?” He secretly hoped so, still believing he had a chance at winning her heart.


  “I guess I did piss her off.” Scott started drumming his fingers on the side table.


  “How?” Avery finally asked when it became apparent Scott was not going to continue on his own.


  “She said that they had all kinds of provisions in the medical wing including tampons and lubricant and stuff, but also a boatload of birth control pills. I asked if they had condoms, and when she said no, I told her she should grab a few packs of those pills so we could enjoy ourselves while we’re here.”


  “So she’s mad you pulled a move on her?” Avery asked.


  “No,” Scott said. “I guess she already had taken some pills, but they just take a while to become effective, and I suggested we could do something else until they kicked in.”


  “She’s pissed because you asked for a blow job?”


  “Oh, god no, we’ve already done that. She’s pissed because I suggested a little backdoor play. I mean, she was the one who mentioned they had all that lubricant. I thought that’s what she meant.”


  “Oh,” Avery said.


  “Hey, don’t dismiss it until you try it.”


  “You like it?” Avery asked, a little shocked.


  “I don’t know, I didn’t get to try.” Scott winked. He got up from the sofa and walked toward his bedroom door, pausing before going in. “Why do you keep asking me about Linda? You don’t have a secret thing for her, do you?”


  “No,” Avery answered, probably too quickly. “She’s just such a good friend. I was worried when she got all upset.”


  “Sure,” Scott said as he closed the bedroom door behind him.
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  Time continued to drag on as everyone went about their routines at Refuge waiting for news. Scott and Linda continued spending more and more time together, so Avery guessed they made up after their initial fight. They did make a pretty attractive couple, and Avery had to admit Scott was probably better suited for Linda than himself. Avery spent a lot of his free time with Paul, helping him with homework or playing card games together.


  Avery was glad that he could spend half of his day in the room they used as a school getting to know Wanda. She was an interesting individual and her work ethic really inspired Avery. Wanda also seemed to enjoy having his company. She was used to teaching undergraduates who weren’t much older than Avery, and teaching the younger kids, though there were only eight of them, was trying on her patience.


  Heather didn’t socialize with the rest of the group too much other than sleeping in the same bunk as the other two women. She had met some guy who was working in the kitchen and she spent most of her time with him.


  Sometimes Avery found himself wondering what had happened to his father and his best friend, Michael. He wondered if they even knew he and Scott were safely hidden underground. Had they heard about the shelter, and did they know it rested at the bottom of the ocean? Did anyone know they were still alive down here? If the residents at Refuge didn’t know anything from the surface, Avery concluded that no one on the surface would know anything about them.


  Once they had been trapped in Refuge for five weeks, the unrest reached a boiling point. Captain Clark decided to address everyone in another briefing, congregating everyone to the center after dinner Monday evening. Instead of using the podium, he stood at the front of the room, which was already waiting in silence for him to speak. Avery sat in an armchair with his history textbook open in his lap. Paul bounced up and down on the sofa next to Wanda. At least Paul was trying to be quiet in the hushed room.


  “Good evening everyone,” Clark began. “I’ve held this briefing not because I have new information, but because there has been a general unrest, and I wanted to address that. I really appreciate everyone pitching in with their work duty, and so far, life in SS14 has been running smoothly. But, I know you all don’t want to hear about life on SS14. We all want to know what is happening in the situation between the United States and North Korea, but more importantly, when we will be rescued from the bottom of the ocean.” There was a general murmur of consent before Clark continued.


  “I wish I could tell you. Unfortunately, we have no way of communicating with the outside. We had a radio with a large above ground antenna, but now we are underwater and so is that antenna. Radio waves don’t transmit through water. There wasn’t really a contingency made for our current situation, so we have to kind of play this by ear.


  “There is a form of communication used by submarines which are called low-frequency transmissions, or LFT. We have been trying to send out messages this way but have yet to get a response. We’re going to keep trying. Something will work.


  “Unfortunately, that’s all I have for now. As soon as I have any information, I will hold another briefing and keep everyone informed. Thank you for your time.”


  Captain Clark quickly left the center once he finished talking. Avery wanted to ask him more about the LFT and maybe other methods of communication underwater but guessed it would have to wait.
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  Paul went to bed early and Scott didn’t return to the bunk, so Avery sat alone in his bunk living area trying to distract himself by reading a calculus textbook. It wasn’t working as well as it normally did. He heard a tapping on the door, and when he opened it he saw Wanda. Even though everyone was now wearing the same scrubs every day, Wanda had her personal clothing of a green fluffy sweater on over her scrubs. Avery thought she looked like a stuffed animal in it. He motioned for her to come in and she sat down with him on the sofa.


  “I wasn’t expecting you, but am glad to have some company other than Sir Isaac Newton,” Avery said motioning at his textbook.


  “It would suck to be alone after getting the confirmation that we are basically alone,” Wanda said. “I couldn’t handle being alone. That, and Scott is visiting Linda and they are being… loud.”


  “What about Heather?” Avery asked.


  “She doesn’t spend much time at the bunk. I think she practically lives with John.”


  Avery didn’t know the name of the man in the kitchen whom Heather had been getting close to but could guess that was who Wanda was referring to.


  “What did you think of the briefing?” Avery asked.


  “Kind of scary really.”


  “Paul still views this whole thing as a camping adventure,” Wanda observed. “Maybe someone has been slipping Xanax in everyone’s morning coffee.”


  “I wouldn’t mind if that were the case,” Avery said. “I certainly am one to benefit from it.” He paused, summoning the courage to open up. “My mom died right before the evacuation order. I’m almost glad reality stopped and we’re trapped down here.”


  “I’m sorry,” Wanda said putting a hand on his shoulder. Avery looked down and felt a couple hot tears escape his eyes before wiping his cheeks and flashing her a weak smile.


  “Thanks,” he said before turning his head back down to stare at his hands which were clenched in his lap.


  Wanda removed her hand from his shoulder and stood up. “I should return to my bunk and try to get some sleep.”


  “Okay,” Avery said, glancing up to watch her leave. “Good night.”


  “Good night,” she said before she slipped out the door.
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  Paul was the one who came up with the brilliant idea. It was so simple, naturally, only a child would come up with it. Captain Clark had been sending encoded messages via LFT seeking help from the United States Navy, but a more basic approach was what they needed. Upon Paul’s suggestion, they switched their transmission from complex sound waves to the utterly simple SOS signal in Morse code. Speakers were set up to play the distress call ‘“dit dit dit dot dot dot dit dit dit” on repeat for up to twenty-four hours. By hour four, they got a message back, similarly in Morse code, simply saying, “Will send help.” The next day, Captain Clark was able to give another briefing.


  “Do you think my idea worked?” Paul asked Scott, who was now able to walk around without the aid of crutches, only a visible scar along his hairline left as evidence of their wreck.


  “I believe that’s what we’re going to learn in today’s briefing, little man,” Scott said, sitting next to Linda where she had been saving a seat for him.


  Avery and Wanda were sitting together on the next sofa, and Paul yelled, “Make room for me!” before jumping and landing on the sofa between them. They scooted over a little to make more room for him, and he yelled an appreciative, “Thank you!”


  “What was your idea, Paul?” Linda asked.


  “More code!” Paul answered, excitedly bouncing in his seat.


  “Morse code,” Wanda corrected. “To send out an SOS.”


  “Oh,” Linda said. “I hope it worked.”


  “I’m sure it did,” Avery responded. He was going to start an explanation of Morse code for Linda’s benefit since he knew all the details about the code’s history, but Captain Clark walked into the center and everyone immediately became quiet.


  “Hello Ladies and Gentleman of Refuge,” he began, this time standing again at a podium. Everyone had taken to calling SS14 by this new name, and Captain Clark using it now made it official. “We have all been surviving in our shelter underwater for six weeks and one day. With the amazingly simple plan developed by our own Paul Rodman, we have been able to establish communication with the United States Navy.” Clark paused as the residents all cheered at this news.


  As they quieted back down, he began again. “The Navy confirmed that two nuclear missiles were fired at the Norfolk Naval Base. Washington D.C. was also hit. The evacuation was successful, as there were only five casualties. The bombs were small, and radiation has already returned to a safe level in both places. There was no further aggression from North Korea, and their dictator and the President of the United States have reached a peace agreement.


  “This shelter was built with an airlock at the entrance in case we needed more supplies delivered before a safe exit could be made. Some of our people in technology maintenance have been able to modify this airlock to pump out seawater, so it can still be used for this purpose of receiving supplies.”


  “We have already received a package which the navy dropped into the airlock yesterday at twenty-two hundred. It contained a plan for releasing the residents of Refuge.” An even bigger cheer erupted at this news, people jumping up out of their seats to holler their support of finally being able to get out.


  Avery leaned forward in rapt attention when Clark started talking about the plan to extract the residents from Refuge. At this point, Perry powered up a projector from the back of the center and images were displayed on the wall to further illustrate Clark’s speaking points.


  “Currently, there does not exist a vessel which would be able to submerge to our current depth, dock onto the pressure lock, load passengers, and return to the surface. However, such a vessel is being designed right now.” Clark clicked a small device in his hand and computer rendered images of a funny little submarine came on the projector. “This is Submarine Savior. It holds a crew of two along with up to twelve passengers. It has been designed to submerge off an aircraft carrier, board twelve people to rescue, resurface, deliver those passengers to the carrier safely, and repeat until everyone has been evacuated. The design is complete, and the Navy is currently making a working prototype. Construction is projected to take about three months. After that, there will be a month of safety testing before Submarine Savior can be used to evacuate everyone from Refuge.”


  “I will keep you all updated on the progress of the Submarine Savior project. In the meantime, we will need additional supplies to get everyone through the next four or more months until Submarine Savior is ready. We will receive weekly shipments on Monday evenings to help replenish supplies. I have been able to send a roster of all the people here on Refuge back to the Navy, so I’m hoping that the list will be made public so our loved ones will know we are all safe and sound and alive.”


  A general murmur of approval continued as Clark finished the briefing and opened the floor for questions.


  “It’s actually happening; we’re going to get out of here,” Wanda whispered to Paul and Avery.


  “Oh course we are,” Paul said, a huge grin covering his face. “I knew my idea would work!”
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  Many evenings now, Wanda would visit Avery at his bunk after Paul was asleep and Scott had snuck out to see Linda. They would talk about everything from their past lives to the future when they would all get out of the shelter.


  “Do you think Submarine Savior will work?” Avery asked.


  Wanda was in his kitchen heating water for some tea, a provision that had been sent in bulk in the most recent shipment of supplies. She watched the kettle, afraid of letting it whistle too long and the sound waking Paul. “I don’t know. I certainly hope it does,” she said.


  “I don’t know how the navy plans to board people through the pressure lock. I mean, we saw it when we first came down here. It didn’t look that big.”


  Wanda lifted the kettle as the first hiss of a whistle escaped. She poured hot water into the two waiting mugs and turned off the hotplate before returning to the living area with the two cups of tea. She sat down next to Avery handing him a cup. “I imagine they’ll design it in a way to fit the opening of the pressure lock somehow.”


  Avery set down his mug and glanced at Wanda making eye contact. “I’ve got this gut feeling,” he said, “that this submarine isn’t going to work.”


  Wanda brought the mug to her mouth, but hesitated, setting it down on the side table without taking a sip. “I’ve got the same feeling too. I’m just not ready to start giving up hope. Not yet.”


  “I mean, when I talked to Captain Clark, he said that the survivor list was never made public. That alone tells me that the navy is pretty sure this submarine trick isn’t going to work out.”


  Wanda took a sip of tea and set it back down. “It’s too early to give up hope, Avery. Let’s wait until Submarine Savior is a bust before we resign to living the rest of our lives here. And even if that is the case, at least we’re able to receive supplies. You’ll be able to live your life.”


  Avery furrowed his brow. He was still young and had his entire life ahead of him. Of course, he wanted to live, but under what circumstances? “Live my life?” he spat. “Live the rest of my life here? In this prison?” he said, raising his voice a little.


  Wanda put a hand on his shoulder hoping to calm him down. “This isn’t a prison, Avery. We’re all able to work and live out our lives. We’re no longer completely isolated from the world. You will still be able to fall in love and have your heart broken and be the man you are meant to be, even if that all happens within these walls.”


  “I feel like part of the human condition is having a family, being able to pass the world down to our children. If we’re truly stuck down here, there’s no way people will want to start a family.” he gestured around him at the small living area.


  “Hold on, Avery. Please calm down,” Wanda said in the same stern voice she reserved for naughty children at school. She rubbed her hand on his back in an attempt to soothe him. “Just take a second. Drink some tea.” Avery grabbed his mug and brought it to his lips. The mug was still hot in his hands, and he had to force himself to take a slow sip so he wouldn’t burn himself. When he set the mug back down, Wanda continued, “First of all, let’s not entertain too many hypotheticals right now. Let’s focus on Submarine Savior and hope for the best. Second, you’re only seventeen Avery. You’re too young to think about having babies.”


  “You’re not,” he pointed out, but in a much more subdued tone.


  “Back to my first point,” she said, holding up a finger. “No more hypotheticals. Let’s talk about something else.”


  After sitting in silence for a while, Avery said, “My birthday is this month.”


  “Really?” she said. “We should do something and celebrate!”


  “Sure,” he said. He couldn’t think of a single fun thing to do in Refuge as a birthday celebration. Maybe his friends would do something for him.
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  The supplies sent to Refuge were pretty amazing at first. Lots of comforts were donated that helped make life a little better for all the people stuck underground and underwater. First, there was a shipment of small off-brand computers made by a company called Micro Tablet Computational Solutions. There were enough of them for each resident to get their own. Then, they got shipments of clothing and uniforms, perishable food items, and loads of coffee beans. Avery was surprised when his friends were able to throw him a birthday party complete with decorations and a cake adorned with birthday candles.


  Under Captain Clark’s watch, the residents set up something resembling a town council government to help decide how to use all these provisions. Since there were far more dorms then needed with their small population, some dorms were converted into shops where people could pick items from the shipments for themselves. In turn, this made some sort of currency necessary. They set up wages, laws, regulations, and everything else needed for a thriving economy. Wanda even suggested they put in a request for supplies to construct a small farm underground so that Refuge could produce their own meat and fresh vegetables.


  Avery was glad everyone in Refuge participated in shaping their community. He still had the gut feeling Submarine Savior wouldn’t work out as planned and they would all be stuck here for most, if not the rest, of their lives. So far, the delays in project Submarine Savior were not promising. Captain Clark had said the project would only take four months, but they were fast approaching the one-year anniversary of the blast, and although there was a completed prototype, it was still in the testing phase.


  Even though they were now receiving regular shipment through the United States Navy, communication between Refuge and the outside was still difficult. The LFT never worked out, so the only communications were Captain Clark’s official reports and requests for supplies which were placed in sealed waterproof envelopes and sent through the pressure lock.


  Instead of briefings, Clark started posting any news on the internal network. Avery was reading the news over breakfast on his micro tab, a term Paul had started using for his computer that had kind of stuck, and was amazed to see that Clark had scheduled a drill for later that day. Not just any drill, but an evacuation drill. They would rehearse all the steps leading up to them getting out of Refuge on Submarine Savior, which had a now scheduled operation date of a week away.
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  Avery was still spending time in the classroom even though by all means he would have graduated high school by this point. There was no pomp and circumstance or graduation ceremony. Instead, he just transitioned into studying higher-level math and science he would have learned at a university without bringing any attention to it. He was afraid if he pointed out that his high school education was done, he would just be transitioned into full-time work detail. The last thing Avery wanted for himself was to become a full-time janitor. He knew from Scott that the computers and machines facilitating life at Refuge were advanced enough to require a higher level of expertise, and if Avery had any hope of doing something other than mopping floors all day, it would be to his advantage to keep working on his education.


  While Avery was reading about electromagnetism the drill began. Captain Clark’s voice came over the PA system saying, “Attention, we will now begin the evacuation drill. Attention, we will now begin the evacuation drill.”


  Wanda got up from sitting with one of the children, and said, “All right everyone, let’s make a single file line at the door, and I’ll lead us to our meeting spot.” All the kids were bursting with excitement and jumped up running all around each other trying to get the best spot in line. Wanda led the line while Avery brought up the rear. They followed the main hall to the center where everyone would wait and take roll before leaving by the dozen to the pressure lock where the submarine would be waiting.


  Even though there was an excited buzz of energy in the center, the officers insisted the gathering crowd remain quiet while they went down the lines and made sure every resident of Refuge was present. After ten minutes everyone was accounted for, and an officer escorted the first group out. The smallest kids and babies along with their caretakers left first.


  Soon after came the school-aged children, which also included Wanda and Avery. They walked quickly down the entrance hall, slowly ascending the brightly lit hallway. There was a flashy new door Avery didn’t remember being there when they first entered Refuge almost a year ago. It was a large circle with a keypad on one side. Captain Clark and Officer Monroe greeted them at the door.


  “Hello, everyone,” Clark said. “I want to personally thank you all for participating in the drill today. Next week, when we are really here to evacuate, Officer Monroe will be stationed at this door and he will put in his code to open it and assist you in embarking on Submarine Savior. Beyond this door is the pressure lock. The sub will be docked at the top, so you will each need to climb a ladder to get into the sub. We have a practice ladder set up now in the cafeteria, so I’m going to ask you all to go there and give it a try so you will be ready for the real thing when we evacuate next week. Officer Monroe,” he gestured to Monroe standing next to him, “will escort you to the cafeteria now.”


  Monroe nodded, then immediately started walking back down the hall towards the cafeteria. They followed him at his fast past, some of the children jogging to keep up. Sure enough, in the corner of the cafeteria, a rope ladder was suspended from the wall with a little bell at the top. It reminded Avery of gym class when he was younger, something these children had missed out on in the past year. “Officer Perry will take it from here,” Monroe announced before marching out at his alarming speed back towards the entrance hall.


  Officer Perry was always gentler both in speech and manner and helped each child one by one through the ladder exercise. He patiently held the bottom of the ladder steady and encouraged each child while they made the climb.


  “Great job,” he said as Avery reached for the bell, giving it a ring. “You’re a natural at this.”


  “Is this exercise even necessary?” Avery asked as he crossed his arms.


  “We want to make sure everything goes smoothly during evacuation next week,” Perry said. He nodded at Wanda, who began her practice climb. He watched her climb as he continued, “You never know what part of the process may trip people up. At least all of us here in Refuge will be well rehearsed. Great job!” He congratulated Wanda as she rang the bell. “Get back to your studies kids. I’ll be there to help you climb into Submarine Savior from the pressure lock next week.”


  “Climbing a ladder won’t prevent failure,” Avery muttered to himself as Wanda directed the children to follow her back to the classroom.


  Wanda noticed Avery’s stormy mood and pulled him aside after they returned and the children were all settled down and working on reading assignments. They stepped outside and Wanda closed the door to the classroom behind them.


  “This evacuation drill has brightened everyone’s mood,” Wanda began, “except for yours, Avery. What’s going on?”


  “I don’t think it’s going to work,” Avery said simply.


  “We’ve been over this, Avery,” Wanda said. “It’s too early to give up hope. Next week, if we’re still here, then you can be all gloomy.”


  “Yes, ma’am,” he said as he opened the door and slid back into the classroom. He sat back at his desk and opened up his physics book. He glanced up to watch Wanda return to the front of the classroom, and he could see the worry on her face as well.
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  In the past year, the residents of Refuge had lost track of days and normal holidays that were celebrated, but Avery had drawn up a calendar, and evacuation day fell on Christmas Eve. If they were successful, then everyone trapped in Refuge would wake up to their first sunrise in almost a year on Christmas morning.


  Avery and Scott didn’t get much sleep the night before and decided to head to the cafeteria early on what was being coined “E-day” for evacuation day. This early, there wouldn’t be any hot breakfast, but there would be fresh coffee and dry cereal and milk available for the early risers. They weren’t the only ones congregating in the cafeteria early; Linda, Heather, and Wanda were all sitting at a table chatting over mugs of coffee.


  After they grabbed coffee themselves, Scott and Avery sat down to join the three women. “Hello ladies,” Scott called as he sat down next to Linda. “We usually don’t get the pleasure of your company during meals, Heather.”


  Usually, Avery saw Heather with her hair tied in a bun and tucked in a hair net while she served meals in the cafeteria, but since she was not working yet, her soft curls of brown hair hung loose cascading down her back. “Well, you get me for the next,” Heather glanced at her watch, “thirty minutes until my shift starts.”


  “Where’s John?” Scott asked.


  “He’s already cooking breakfast,” Heather responded. “Then after breakfast is served, we’re putting together sack lunches for everyone to eat in the center while we wait to be evacuated.”


  “I can’t believe we’re finally getting out of here,” Linda gushed. “This day has been a long time coming.”


  “I don’t believe it,” Avery said staring at his piping hot coffee.


  “Yeah,” Heather said. “It’s like, life stopped when we first came down here. I can’t wait to go back to my life in Houston.”


  “You’re from Texas?” Wanda asked. “How did I not know that?”


  “I’m not from there, but I had a job and friends there. I’m planning on going home and never seeing any of you ever again. No offense.”


  “Well, I plan on taking Linda with me and moving far away from the coast,” Scott said.


  “Albuquerque,” Linda said, clarifying just how far from the coast they would be. “What do you plan to do, Wanda?”


  “I’d like to return to my old job at the university,” Wanda said. “Continue my research and teaching. I don’t know if my previous post is still there, but if not, something similar.”


  Avery was still silently staring at his coffee when Heather asked him, “What will you do Avery?”


  “I hadn’t thought about it,” he responded.


  “Haven’t thought about it?” Scott asked.


  Avery looked up at Scott, not wanting to say what he really thought, but Wanda answered for him, “He’s thought about,” she said, “but he doesn’t think the Submarine Savior will work.”


  “Ah man,” Scott responded. “It has to work. If I’m stuck in this shit hole another day… I don’t know what I’ll do.”


  “You’re right,” Avery said. He didn’t actually agree, but he didn’t have the energy to discuss it. And, he could be wrong. “We’re all getting out of here today and returning to our lives.”


  “People are going to be shocked to see me!” Linda gushed. “My friends probably thought I was too stoned to evacuate and died in the blast.”


  “You, stoned?” Heather said giggling. “Before I return to Texas, we have to party together, girl. Oh, shit,” Heather said looking down at her watch, “I have to get to work. Breakfast will be out in a few. See you all on the outside!” Heather jumped up and dashed away through the door into the kitchen, her hair flowing and bouncing behind her.


  “Avery, once you get your GED, you need to join me at Virginia Tech,” Scott said as he got up to be the first in line for breakfast.


  Avery got up and followed him. “I hadn’t thought I’d need to get my GED. I’m technically done with high school…”


  Wanda got in line behind Avery and added, “Yes, but I’m not a certified teacher, and there was nothing official about our education system here. Your studies at Refuge probably won’t count towards graduation.”


  “And you do not want to repeat your senior year,” Scott added.


  “No,” Avery said, “I hadn’t thought of that.”


  “You’ll ace the GED no problem,” Wanda said. “You’re smart.”


  “You’ll probably get a kick ass scholarship after being locked in a bomb shelter for a year,” Scott said. “And, a ton of tail.”


  Avery responded with just an, “Uh.”


  “I won’t be able to be a nurse anymore,” Linda mused.


  “I’ll let you be my nurse,” Scott said, winking at Linda.


  “I am right now,” she said, engaging in playful banter.


  The window for breakfast service opened as more people started showing up in the cafeteria. Avery got his breakfast and sat down eating quietly, letting the excited chatter wash over him. When he was done with breakfast, he headed straight to the classroom with Wanda.


  All of the children were really excited about E-day, so Wanda just asked them to quietly read whatever they wanted, until the evacuation started. Avery felt the excitement too, but his excitement felt more like anxiety and a sense of dread. He regretted eating anything more than coffee because now his stomach was in such an intense knot he thought he might get sick. He tried to read his physics text to get his mind from spinning in circles, but he just couldn’t focus.


  The PA announcement interrupted Avery’s racing thoughts. “Attention everyone,” Captain Clark’s voice boomed. “The time has come! It is time for evacuation. Everyone, please report to the center for evacuation. Please, report to the center for evacuation.” The children all jumped up and started cheering, and it took a few minutes for Wanda to get them lined up and ready to go.


  The center was buzzing with energy. Everyone was excited that after 356 days in Refuge, they were finally getting out. As the officers went down the lines checking in every person, Wanda tried to chat with Avery, but he just wasn’t able to concentrate enough to maintain small talk. Officer Perry was taking roll of their line and stopped at Avery.


  “Hey, friend,” Perry said. “You’re looking pretty pale. Are you feeling okay?”


  Avery nodded his head up and down.


  “Are you sure you don’t need anything? I could take a minute and go with you to the washroom. Drink some water and splash your face.”


  “I’m fine,” Avery insisted.


  “Look,” Perry said, leaning close to Avery’s ear so no one else would hear. “We’re going to be waiting here for a while before the party gets started. I could use a quiet moment myself.”


  “Fine,” Avery assented, and Perry escorted him to the washroom. As soon as they got there, Avery sprinted into a stall, barely making it before getting sick.


  “I thought you were starting to look a little green,” Perry said as he washed his hands at the sink. “You must be pretty excited.”


  “I think I just ate too much for breakfast,” Avery said, flushing before joining Perry at the next sink to wash his hands and splash his face with the cold water.


  “Don’t worry, friend. It happens to the best of us,” Perry said giving Avery a slap on the back. “I’ve got to be honest, this whole business has everyone in a state. I didn’t sleep a wink last night.”


  “Do you think it will work?” Avery asked. “The sub? Do you think it will actually get us out of here?”


  “Only a miracle could get us out of this jam, but they did name the thing ‘Savior’ so I guess it better work.”


  “But, do you think it will work?” Avery asked again, emphasizing ‘you’.


  “Well, we’re, what, 2,500 feet below sea level? The water pressure down here is immense, like over 1000 pounds per square inch. That’s a big deal. The shipments we’ve been getting have come in metal boxes with sides that are probably twelve inches thick. We’re deeper than any navy submarine can go. Only research vessels have ventured this deep, and they only hold a couple of people. I’m not entirely optimistic.”


  Avery was taken back by how thorough Perry’s answer was. He had thought about the details of Submarine Savior as much as Avery had. “Do the other officers share your view?”


  “No. Captain Clark really wants it to work even though he’d like to be supreme ruler of Refuge.”


  “Really?” Avery asked.


  “This is all,” Perry leaned into the sink, eyeing Avery’s reflection through the mirror, “confidential, of course. Captain Clark has plans for this place if Submarine Savior fails. Wants to turn it into a little self-sustaining society. Like those little eco globes with a plant and sand you just have to set in sunlight? He thinks we could all live happily ever after underground like this.”


  “You’re lying,” Avery said.


  “Wish I was. We either get out and get on with our lives or stay put and live in this fishbowl forever.”


  Officer Perry led the way out of the washroom back to the center, and Avery followed silently thinking to himself. The center had gotten even noisier with excited chatter. Avery took a place back in his line, standing next to Wanda.


  Soon after they returned, an officer starting shouting at the front of the center to get everyone to quiet down. “Attention!” Monroe yelled over the noise. People starting hushing until the entire room was finally quiet.


  “Good afternoon residents of Refuge.” Avery could tell by his demeanor that Monroe enjoyed his position as leader of E-day activities. “Everyone has been accounted for. We will send the first group to start evacuation procedures in fifteen minutes. We are waiting for the signal from Submarine Savior that they are in position and ready to board. Once boarding starts, if everything goes smoothly, it will still take several hours for everyone to get out of Refuge, so I just ask everyone for a little bit of patience. You all can go ahead and take a seat, just stay near your evacuation group. If anyone needs to use the washroom, please let an officer know and we will escort you there. At twelve hundred hours, we will distribute lunch. Thank you.” Monroe walked toward the side of the room to one of the doors. Avery noticed that an officer guarded each door. They were stuck here for the time being.


  Avery looked up at the clock. It was now just past ten. After fifteen minutes, Officer Monroe escorted the first group, the babies, young children, and their caregivers, out of the center. Avery was doing the mental math of how long before his group, which would be second, would get to leave. Twelve people at a time, a total of less than two hundred people, he estimated six hours total… he figured one group would leave every twenty minutes if his estimated time frame was correct.


  Wanda sat amongst the school aged children and they all played a game of I-spy while they waited. Time dragged on. Avery looked up at the clock as it ticked to 10:25. The first group had left only ten minutes ago. Paul spied something green. “That’s not fair. Everyone is wearing green scrubs!” a little girl said.


  “I spy something orange.”


  “That’s not purple, that’s blue.”


  “I want my sleeping bag!”


  Avery glanced at Paul, who was grabbing his cartoon turtle bag away from another child. 10:55. Avery wondered if Paul would be able to take the sleeping bag with him out of here. The children got sick of their game, and Wanda encouraged them to sing a song together instead. After a few songs, the kids got stuck on 99 bottles of beer and sang that song until other people shouted at them to please stop. Now it was 11:32. Avery wondered when his group would get to go. To keep everything moving quickly, Officer Monroe would probably come back to get the next group as soon as the first were boarded onto Submarine Savior, and they would wait outside the pressure lock until the sub returned. If Monroe wasn’t back yet, that meant the first group hadn’t boarded yet. What could be causing the delay?


  He sat there going over a mental checklist of every reason he could think up that would delay Submarine Savior. At 11:55 he glanced through the windows on the doors and saw Monroe approaching the center. He was escorting the first group back to the center. They all came back in and took seats. Monroe left the center, going back up the hall towards the entrance.


  Wanda leaned towards one of the parents holding her baby to ask, “What happened? Why did you all come back?”


  The woman sat while rocking her sleeping baby, but turned in her chair towards Wanda to answer her question. “Nothing was happening. The sub wasn’t there yet. They figured they’d let us come back to eat lunch and would send for us when the sub is there and ready. All the little ones were getting restless just sitting in the hall.”


  “Okay, thank you,” Wanda said, and relayed the message to the children and Avery, even though most of them already overheard.


  The officers started distributing the sack lunches and everyone ate lunch as they continued waiting. A little later, the officers then went around collecting any trash. By 1:00, everyone was restless, so the officers started taking groups of people down the halls to stretch their legs and use the restrooms. Once everyone had taken a break, the officers decided at 3:00 to go ahead and do another head count to make sure no one had gotten lost in the last few hours.


  Finally at 7:30, Captain Clark came into the center, asked the kitchen staff to go ahead to the kitchen and start preparing dinner for everyone. They would have dinner at 8:00, and then everyone should return to the center for further instructions.


  Avery knew it would be bad news. He had known all along there would only be bad news. After dinner, everyone was sitting with their friends and family instead of in the evacuation groups. Avery and Wanda sat next to each other, and since they had exhausted all small talk throughout the day, they sat in silence and just waited for Clark’s briefing which would begin soon.


  As Captain Clark walked to the front of the center, everyone remained completely silent. Wanda tucked her hand in Avery’s and he squeezed her hand back, afraid of letting go. It was so quiet, no one dared to cough, rustle, or do anything that would make noise. Clark’s head was bowed. He lifted his eyes up to look at everyone. Avery felt like there was nothing in the vast room except for him, Clark, and Wanda’s hand clenched in his own.


  Captain Clark addressed them in his usual loud clear voice, even though he would have been heard even at a whisper. “Operation Submarine Savior had a time window today of between twelve hundred and twenty hundred hours. That time has now passed. We do not know yet why the operation was unsuccessful. Since communication between here and the navy is limited, we will have to wait until the navy's regular shipment delivery time tomorrow morning to receive any more information. I will hold another briefing here tomorrow at ten. Until then, everyone please return to your bunks for the night and report to normal work detail for tomorrow morning. Thank you.” As Clark walked off, the stunned silence continued.


  Avery returned to his bunk not noticing Wanda following behind him. She sat with him and Paul on Paul’s bed with the cartoon turtle sleeping bag on their laps. The three hugged each other tightly, comforting each other on their loss of freedom.
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  Avery woke up with Paul curled up next to him, the two huddled under the cartoon turtle sleeping bag. He was able to get up without waking Paul and wandered into the living area. Even though it was early, not even seven, Wanda was already awake and standing in the kitchen.


  “Did you spend the night here?” Avery asked, not really surprised that she was still in his bunk.


  Wanda removed two mugs from a cabinet and poured fresh coffee into them before responding, “You and Paul knocked out and there wasn’t any more room for me in Paul’s little room. I was going to go back to my bunk but didn’t want to leave and find it empty and spend the night alone. I knew I wasn’t going to get much sleep anyway.”


  Avery accepted the mug Wanda handed him and they sat on the living area sofa. “You didn’t sleep?” he asked.


  “No,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind, I went in your room and found a copy of Lord of the Flies and spent the night reading that.”


  He tried to think if there was anything personal in his room he wouldn’t want Wanda to find and after a moment decided there was not. “That’s fine,” he said.


  “I’ve read it before,” she said, “and it probably wasn’t a good choice considering the circumstances.” She ran her hand over the fabric of the sofa feeling the texture of the blue fabric. Even though it had only a year of use, it looked like it had been here underground since the cold war. If the sofa had already been underground for half a century, how long could they expect to be here?


  Avery’s light blue eyes were watering, but as he stared intently at his coffee, they seemed to dry up. Just because the initial evacuation day didn’t go well didn’t exclusively mean they were all stuck here forever. Although, his gut had been right that Submarine Savior wouldn’t work for whatever reason, and right now his gut was telling him they would be here for a long time.


  “Have you read it yet?” Wanda’s voiced interrupted his thoughts.


  “Huh? Oh, Lord of the Flies? No. I picked it up from one of the commodity shipments. I have been too busy to read it yet.”


  “You should. It’s good.”


  “OK, I will.”


  They both stared at their mugs of coffee for a while.


  Wanda broke the silence again, saying, “Maybe you were right. Maybe we should accept that we’re here for the long haul.”


  “Yes.” Avery felt too shaky to share how he felt, afraid he might break down again. He felt safe around Wanda since they had grown close, but didn’t want to melt down this early in the morning. Let him at least finish his coffee first.


  “Life as I knew it ended before we even came down here,” Wanda said.


  Avery looked up surprised. “What do you mean?”


  “My fiancé left me shortly before Christmas. We had planned on getting married in the spring. He was a physicist and got a job offer in Los Alamos. He decided to take it. I was able to find a teaching job nearby in Santa Fe, but it wasn’t as nice as my last faculty position. Still, I took the offer and put in my notice at my last job. What I didn’t know was that he had a sweetheart in Los Alamos. He thought I wouldn’t go through with the whole wedding thing. We were just a summer fling to him, and he continued having me around because it was convenient for him, I guess. He was always traveling to New Mexico without me, so I feel like I should have figured it out.” She set her mug on the coffee table and covered her face with her hands for a moment before continuing.


  “I found the ring in his sock drawer. It had been his mother’s engagement ring. I was so excited, I didn’t even wait for him to propose. I just showed him I found the ring and exclaimed ‘yes’. I didn’t know there was another woman and the ring was meant for her. He was too much of a coward to tell me it wasn’t for me, so he just kind of went with it. Lied that we would get married. He let me plan most of the wedding. I had already sent out invites to my half of the guest list.


  “He was going to meet my parents for the first time during the holiday break. I bought him a plane ticket and everything. My parents couldn’t wait to meet their future son-in-law. The morning of our flight, he just… disappeared. He left a note explaining the ring was for his longtime girlfriend in his hometown, and that although he liked me, he was in love with her. I tried to call him, but his cell had been disconnected. I flew to Dallas to see my folks by myself next to an empty seat. My mom was almost as upset as I was. It was a pretty gloomy Christmas.


  “Watching Paul was the only thing keeping me sane when the bombs hit. Otherwise, I felt like my life was already over.”


  “Wow,” Avery said. “Why did you wait so long to tell me?”


  “It’s embarrassing. I’m still upset that we’re stuck down here, but I’m also relieved that I don’t have to return yet to the life of a woman who left her career just to get dumped before her wedding.”


  “So, if you’re relieved that we’re still stuck down here, why didn’t you sleep?” Avery asked.


  “It’s not all or nothing, Avery,” she said, giving him a weak smile. “I want to stay and I want out.”


  Avery sighed. “I can’t imagine anyone wanting to dump you.”


  “Thanks Avery, that was a really nice thing to say.” She gave him a tight hug. “You’re going to melt some lucky girl’s heart one day.”


  “Thanks.”


  Paul wandered into the living area wearing the same casual scrubs that everyone now wore. His normal pajamas were finally too small on his rapidly growing frame.


  “Good morning, mister,” Wanda called to him.


  “Morning,” Paul mumbled. He also did not seem surprised to find Wanda in their bunk. He walked straight to the kitchen and took a bowl off a shelf and poured some cereal into it. From the fridge, he took out the pitcher of milk made from powder. Avery hated the way instant milk tasted, but Scott always insisted it tasted fine if it was cold enough. Paul only used it for his cereal in the morning and poured himself a generous portion into his bowl. Grabbing a spoon, he sat at the little four seat table and wordlessly ate his breakfast, crunching loudly.


  A voice came booming from the hall through the emergency PA system. “Attention. There will be a mandatory briefing this morning at ten in the center. There will be a mandatory briefing at ten in the center. Thank you.”


  Wanda glanced up at the clock before saying, “Guess I better go to my bunk and get ready.” She deposited her mug on the counter next to the sink and went to the door to leave.


  “See you at the briefing,” Avery called out before she closed the door behind her.


  “Do I have to go to the briefing?” Paul asked between loud crunches of cereal.


  “Yes, buddy, we all do. Why don’t you take the bathroom first?”


  “Sure,” Paul said. He immediately slammed his spoon down on the table and left the rest of his breakfast there as he dashed to the bathroom to brush his teeth. Avery picked up the unfinished bowl of cereal and thought about finishing it himself, but after one smell of the powdered milk, he decided against it. Instead, he dumped the contents of the bowl into the trash before going to his room to change.
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  Although gloom was the predominant feeling in the center, there was a healthy amount of optimism as well. The purpose of the briefing was to let all the residents know the details of why the evacuation didn’t occur. Perhaps bad weather had delayed the aircraft carrier which housed Submarine Savior. There couldn’t be many people who knew how to operate the special sub, so maybe the driver was sick. Avery overheard lots of other innocuous theories on why the evacuation was simply delayed, and today’s mandatory meeting would be the actual evacuation. Yet again, Avery had that feeling in the pit of his stomach, the one that meant they would not be getting good news today.


  Captain Clark walked slowly to the front of the room, a ritual they were all used to after a year in Refuge. He looked as if he hadn’t slept or shaved, even though his uniform was still pristine and pressed. He stood at the podium, staring down at his notes, waiting to begin the briefing, even though everyone was already here and anxiously waiting for news.


  He began slowly. “Yesterday, the aircraft carrier USS Wasp stopped right above the current location of Subterranean Shelter 14, Refuge. From there, Submarine Savior was lowered into the Atlantic. The two-person crew, Officer Aidan Greene, and Officer Jorge Ortiz, submerged to a test depth of about 500 meters. Everything was all clear for them to continue on the mission, so they continued their decent further down. Then…” Captain Clark paused, his face twisting. He wiped a hand over his face and steadied himself with both hands gripping the podium before he continued. “Then, at a depth of around 650 meters, the hull gave out, and Submarine Savior got crushed. The two Officers Green and Ortiz went down with the ship.”


  There was a collective gasp as everyone took in the news. “There will be a formal investigation into what happened with Submarine Savior. The United States Navy expect to have more information for us by the end of the month.” With that, Clark left the podium and walked out of the center.


  A moment later, Officer Monroe approached the podium to end the briefing. “Let’s have a moment of silence for the officers Greene and Ortiz.” Everyone sat in awkward silence, grieving for the loss of both officers and Refuge’s future. After a minute, Monroe continued, “Thank you, everyone, for attending. You are dismissed.”
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  All the kids were playing a tournament of card games, ever resilient even after the initial news on Submarine Savior. Paul insisted on using his original deck of Uno cards, even though they had received other board games in one of the shipments.


  Scott and Linda sat together in one of the center sofas with their faces turned down, each brooding on their own. Heather and John sat on the sofa across them. Avery had only met John a couple times but could understand how he had so quickly captured Heather. He was tall, dark, and handsome, but also had the talent of making anyone feel special when he talked with them one on one.


  Wanda had excused herself as soon as the briefing finished to try and get some sleep back at her bunk. Linda instructed her which pills in their medicine cabinet could help her achieve a nice rest if she decided she needed some chemical help.


  “You okay, Avery?” John asked. Heather curled herself almost into a ball, and John had his strong arm draped around her.


  “I had a feeling the sub wouldn’t work,” Avery confessed.


  “You look awfully pale. You need a pick me up?” he asked.


  “I’m fine,” Avery answered, staring at the floor.


  “Linda, maybe you have something that could help?” John asked.


  “Huh?” Linda said, responding after hearing her name, although she hadn’t caught any of the previous conversation.


  “Yeah, didn’t you say we got a huge shipment of psych meds last week?” Heather added.


  “Oh, yeah,” Linda said. “Why?”


  “Maybe you have something for our friend Avery, here?” John said.


  Linda glanced at Avery, taking him in. “Yeah, okay.” She got up and said, “Come with me.” Avery followed Linda through the main hall towards the residences, then to the right towards the bunks. Avery could smell the fragrance of Linda’s long blond hair trailing behind her, and just taking in her wonderful smell helped lighten his mood.


  She led him into her small bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet revealing several little bottles of pills. Linda grabbed one of the bottles, checked the label quickly, then shook out two pills and handed them to Avery. “I’ll get you some water,” she said as she left Avery behind in the bathroom. He peeked into the shower stall to see what soap Linda used that made her smell so nice. It looked like they had the same collection of soap and shampoo as he had in his own bathroom.


  Avery came out to the living room and Linda met him there with a tall glass of water. He swallowed the pills and drank a sip. “Thank you,” he said.


  “You should sit down while you wait for those to kick in,” she said. Avery took a seat on the sofa while Linda disappeared back into the bathroom, reemerging with assorted pills which she popped in her mouth before taking a sip of Avery’s water and returning the glass to the table next to him. She sat down in an armchair, waiting for her own drugs to kick in.


  After a few minutes, Avery started to feel better. Maybe not good, but he didn’t care. Linda relaxed into her chair and let her head fall back, gazing at the ceiling. He was going to ask her what she gave him, but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered.


  Linda looked so beautiful, sitting there with her vibrant green eyes glazing over, letting her cares slowly wash away. Her breathing slowed as she enjoyed her high. It all made sense now to Avery, why Linda wasn’t a real nurse. The hints at her drug use and her fully stocked medicine cabinet. He couldn’t recall now if she said she flunked out of nursing school or got kicked out. The result was the same; she got to play pretend at nurse in Refuge and self-medicate.


  Avery would do the same. He would study, pretend to get a degree and become a pretend engineer. He could work with Scott, who also didn’t finish school, but got to do something that felt important. Everything at Refuge made a calm sort of sense. It was all pretence, getting through each day with their phony jobs, fake money system, and improvised family unit, and that was okay. A pretend life was still a life, and Avery could get used to it.


  He must have fallen asleep because the next thing he knew, Wanda was hovering above him, shaking him by the shoulders.


  “Avery,” she said sternly. “Avery, wake up, mister.” Avery tried to sit forward in preparation to stand, but his entire body felt like a sandbag being weighed down. “Oh, Avery, what did you take?”


  “Two,” he replied, his mouth dry and scratchy.


  “Two of what?” she asked, combing his not so nicely styled hair out of his face with her fingers.


  “Linda gave me two,” he clarified. He didn’t know why Wanda was so worried. He was fine other than being unable to get up.


  “Have you eaten?” she asked. Avery was able to bob his head, and Wanda took that as a no. She went to the kitchen and returned with a sandwich and a glass of water. He decided he was hungry enough to eat and took a bite of sandwich, but it was surprisingly difficult to chew. Figuring that was just because his mouth was dry, he took the glass of water to help wash the sandwich down. It took him a little more concentration than normal to get the glass to his lips, but once he did, he was able to drink a big gulp. Or, he thought he did. Instead, he splashed water all over his face and down his shirt and started coughing on his bite of sandwich.


  “Oh, Avery,” Wanda said. “Maybe you should just go back to sleep.”


  Once he was finally able to swallow that first bite, he responded, “Okay.” He lied down on the couch before Wanda returned with a pillow and blanket. Before he fell asleep, he realized Linda was no longer in the room with him. He wondered idly where she had gone, not that he really cared.
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  Somehow, Captain Clark looked even more haggard for this briefing. It had been only two weeks since the evacuation day failure. In that time, more white streaked through his hair and his face looked almost hollow under his spotty patches of beard. His eyes had become watery and he reached into his pocket for a handkerchief, which he used frequently to sop up the extra moisture. He stood at the podium for a long while before beginning the briefing.


  “Thank you everyone for joining me today. We have the final news from the United States Navy on the operation Submarine Savior. The rivets which held together the shell were tested individually and are able to withstand the pressure required at our depth. However, because of the required curvature and thickness of the hull of the ship, the number of rivets used would and did structurally compromise the submarine which ultimately led to its collapse.


  “Although other crafts have been designed to achieve our current depth and deeper, they are scientific research vessels which only held a one or two man crew, and they are not equipped with the necessary structures to help evacuate people from this depth. In light of Submarine Savior's tragic failure and limited technology, plans to design a new evacuation vessel have been postponed.”


  There rose a moan of voices, and Paul punched Avery and whispered to him, “What does he mean? When do we get out?”


  Clark continued his speech as Avery shushed Paul without looking away from Clark. “We are to continue receiving federal aid in the form of twice-weekly shipments of supplies. Extra supplies may be requested to modify any structures of the shelter to repurpose it to more long term use.


  “Since we are going to be down here for a while, we have received a draft for the Subterranean Shelter 14 constitution to help us set up a system of law here at Refuge. What I would ask of everyone here today is that we all come together at this time, and make our own future. Let’s write the future of Refuge together.”


  Avery imagined this would be the part of a movie where the leader waves his fists in the air, makes his declaration of teamwork, and the audience erupts into cheering and applause. This was not the case at Refuge. Everyone’s last hope of rescue had just been stripped away, and Clark’s call to action, although well meaning, was not well timed. There was no applause for the navy, which gave up on their rescue attempt. Instead, people started leaving the center, even though it was unclear whether Captain Clark had any more news for them.


  Clark finished quickly, thanking everyone for their time before leaving himself. Avery waited in the center for a while then decided he just needed to walk around before going back to his bunk to turn in for the night. He walked slowly down the main hall. He took in the swirls of color on the cement floor. Swipes of orange and red crossed under Avery’s feet as his shoes, the same shoes he wore when he first came here, made a soft padding sound, which echoed down the corridor in front of him. The fluorescent lights were hung just below all of the duct work and wiring, the guts and inner workings of Refuge exposed for everyone to see. Even though Avery passed through this hall several times a day, every day for a year now, it was like he was seeing it for the first time. He wondered if modifying structures for long-term use included making areas like the main hallway look more inviting and intentional than a crudely constructed dungeon.


  He turned towards the entrance hall. This hall was brightly lit and had a finished ceiling, which sloped gradually up mirroring the uphill slant of the floor. Halfway up the hall, he saw Heather sitting with her knees tucked under her chin and her arms covering her face. Her long curling brown hair covered her entire back and most of her frame.


  “Heather?” Avery asked, slowing down as he drew closer to her.


  She gave a little, “huh?” as her head popped up from her slouched position. She didn’t look overly upset as her face was her usual cool complexion and her eyes were clear. “Oh, hey Avery.”


  “Is everything okay?”


  “Yes,” she started saying. She stretched her neck a little to the side before resting her chin back on her knees. “John asked me to marry him.”


  Avery was surprised by Heather’s news. He learned a lot of details about Heather’s romance through Scott who had inside knowledge since he was dating her best friend at Refuge.


  “What did you say?” he asked.


  “No,” she said simply. “We wanted to elope as soon as we left Refuge. I don’t think that will happen now.”


  “Wow.” Avery wasn’t sure what to say.


  “I kind of came down here to be alone…”


  “Right…” he stammered. “I’ll just continue my walk.” Avery turned around and went back down the slope of the entrance hall and down the main hall again. The usual buzz of the center was greatly subdued as he walked by. He decided to go back to his bunk and call it a night.


  When he got in, he found Scott there with a bottle of something tucked next to his leg in the armchair. “Avery!” he called in a slurred voice. “I’ve got whiskey! Come imbibe with me.”


  “Okay,” Avery said, looking around to verify that Scott was drinking by himself. “Where’s Paul?”


  “He went with one of his friends. Wanda was looking for you, but she and Linda decided to have a ladies’ night.”


  “Seems like a bad day for a ladies’ night.”


  “Well, a little distraction is what we all need right now. Linda swiped some pills from the med wing, and I have this lovely cheap whiskey, which was sent in a care package. Come, drink.” Scott held out the bottle for Avery to take.


  “Let me just grab a glass…”


  “Be a man!” Scott scolded in a poor attempt at a Russian accent. “Drink straight from bottle.”


  Avery took the bottle and drank a large swig. He immediately regretted it as his throat burned and eyes started to water. He was able to get it down but immediately started coughing. Scott roared laughing. “I told you it was cheap,” he said. Avery raised the bottle like he was making a toast before taking a more moderately sized gulp and passing it back to Scott.


  “You want to talk about what happened today?” Avery asked.


  “Fuck no,” Scott responded. “I want to get drunk and forget about it for one night. You have some catching up to do.” He took a swig and pressed the bottle into Avery’s hands, then got up and paced around. As Avery took yet another swig, Scott announced, “Let’s play poker. You got a deck of cards?”


  “No, but I think Paul has the game Uno.”


  “Well then, let’s play some mother fucking Uno,” Scott declared, clapping his hands to emphasize the greatness of this plan.


  “I’ll go get it,” Avery said. He went into Paul’s room and quickly found the Uno cards on his desk.


  Avery and Scott moved the armchairs closer to the small coffee table and Scott dealt them each a hand. “Every time someone says Uno, the other player has to take a drink.”


  “Ok,” Avery agreed.


  “Oh, and if someone plays a wild, the other guy drinks.”


  “Can do.”


  “Who goes first?”


  “Wait,” Avery said, counting his cards, “you dealt me too many cards.”


  “Fuck, man. I don’t know how many cards you start with, I just dealt out ten.”


  “You gave me twelve.”


  “Oops. Then you go first.”


  Avery took another drink before revealing the first card and taking his turn. They ended up enjoying the childhood game a lot more while liquoring up. Avery quickly won the first game, and the second game drew on for a while before Scott finally won. Scott demanded a tie breaker, and neither of them remembered who won that game.


  After they started the fourth game, Wanda, Linda, and John came to their bunk. Scott got the door as one of them was trying to grind the wrong key in the lock. He opened the door insisting they come in.


  “What?” Wanda said. She, John, and Linda looked a little worn out, their eyes were all red and their balance looked a little off. “Did we go to the wrong bunk?” She started leaning to her left, but Linda caught her before she could fall over.


  “Nope,” Scott said. “Come in.” He opened the door wide and gestured for them to enter, but they stayed in the hall.


  “Where’s Heather?” John asked. “Is she in there?”


  “No,” Scott said, getting agitated as he held the door and gestured a second time that they should come inside.


  “I saw her,” Avery said in a matter of fact way as he put his Uno cards on the table, deciding the game was probably over now.


  “Where?” Linda asked.


  “The entrance hall.”


  “We haven’t checked there,” Wanda said.


  “Let’s go check,” John said, turning and heading away from the bunk.


  “We’ll come too,” Scott said, tilting his head to indicate Avery should follow him. Avery grabbed the bottle of scotch and the five of them headed towards the entrance.


  When they arrived at the entrance hall, Heather was no longer sitting there. Wanda leaned against a wall while Linda started jogging up and down the hall. Scott starting chasing Linda who erupted into giggles and John and Avery just stood there.


  “You figure we’re ever going to use this hall again?” John asked.


  Avery took a swig of the scotch before answering. “Well, we use it now for shipments.” John held out his hand and Avery passed him the bottle. John took a long drink.


  “Yeah, I know that,” John said. “But, I mean, do you think we’ll ever use it as an exit and get out of here.”


  Avery paused. “I don’t think so.” John tossed the bottle into Linda’s hand as she passed on another lap. Linda stopped running to drink some.


  “Sucks that this hall is the nicest, best lit hall in Refuge,” Linda commented.


  “Yeah,” Scott huffed, trying to catch his breath now that he’d caught up with Linda. “Waste of energy to keep this hall all nicely lit if we’re never going to use it.”


  “We could remove the lights,” Wanda said from her spot on the floor. She held up her hand and Linda handed her the bottle so Wanda could take a drink as well.


  “How?” Avery asked, staring up at the lights on the ceiling. He reached up and jumped. He could touch the lights but didn’t know how to take them down. John removed one of his shoes and threw it at a light. It made a loud thunk as it slammed into the plastic rectangular fixture and fell to the floor.


  Linda grabbed Scott’s arm and said, “Give me a boost.” Scott kneeled down, and Linda climbed onto his shoulders. When he stood back up, she was easily able to reach the lights on the ceiling. She grabbed the plastic housing off one of the lights and with a tug, the plastic box came clattering down revealing a series of bulbs lined up in a row. Avery removed his own shoe and threw it at one of the individual bulbs. The bulb didn’t shatter like he expected, but it did flicker and go out. John joined Avery, throwing his own shoe again and taking out another light. Scott moved to the next large rectangular light as Wanda joined in, taking off one of her shoes and throwing it as well.


  They carried on, laughing as they took out the lights one by one, working their way up the slope of the hall to the end. By the time they made it to the end of the hall their scotch was all gone and the hall was dark.


  “Looks like the view from inside a pipe,” Linda said.


  Wanda burst into laughter. “Inside a pipe?” she said. “Where did you come up with that?”


  “I don’t know,” Linda said. “It’s dark.”


  “It is,” John observed. They hadn’t destroyed the lights at the beginning of the hall, but at this point, it was pretty late and they were all tired.


  “I’m going to go back and turn in,” Avery declared.


  “I’ll come with you,” Scott said.


  “Let’s go home too,” Wanda told Linda.


  “Home,” Scott repeated with a chuckle. “It’s home now.” John escorted the two women back to their bunk while Scott and Avery went to their own bunk for the night. Avery crashed into his bed still fully clothed with his one shoe still on, too tired to change or even pull off his belt. This was their first night as permanent residents at Refuge.
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  That was how Refuge became home for its residents. They had already taken necessary steps to set up the structure of their society, but over the next few years, other things were added like Wanda’s conservatory and the chicken coup. Other upgrades were added as well including a nice ceiling in the main hall and cheery green paint on all the cinderblock walls. Captain Clark’s office became a permanent structure, and Avery found a mentor who helped him set up a form of higher education so Avery could become an engineer.


  The only sticking point where everyone didn’t immediately agree was on family and children. Some romantic connections had been made in the year they had already been here, but what about marriage and children? Some residents argued having children is an integral part of the human experience, and there was no guarantee their children would have to live their entire lives at Refuge. They would need the next generation to help and work until they were able to evacuate. Others, including Wanda and Avery, argued that Refuge was not a place to bring up children and raise them to live out their lives in captivity.


  In the end, regulating procreation but not prohibiting it won out as a compromise. Even with plentiful birth control and strict rules on the number of children couples could have, the population of Refuge slowly grew.


  The next source of conflict came from what amount of history would be shared with the next generation. Would children grow up knowing they were born in a failed bomb shelter and resided under half a mile of ocean? Would they know Refuge only survived thanks to the supplies sent from the United States government? No one liked talking about Refuge’s history, so they decided to say nothing. They didn’t receive news on anything that went on outside of Refuge from their shipments, and they started embracing being cut off. Being quiet about their beginnings seemed to work well and the children filled in the gaps with fantastic stories and rumors.


  Many residents had histories similar to Avery’s of losing a loved one and their world stopping or Wanda’s story of lost love and wishing the world around them could stop. Scott and Linda were able to pursue better and more fulfilling careers than the competitive fields they had chosen before the blast. All the people who were unable to evacuate and took the buses before the blast could finally find hope away from the rest of the world. They had hope in Refuge.
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  By the time Avery finished telling Juliet his history of Refuge and the contents of Lauren’s message, several hours had passed. There would be no chance of going to the cafeteria for a late dinner, not that Juliet felt hungry. Tears flowed from her eyes a few times throughout his narrative, and now her eyes were all puffy and tear tracks crisscrossed all down her red blotchy face. Avery sat silently watching her, waiting for her reaction. She was torn. On one hand, he had just told her this series of horrific things that had happened to him, yet on the other hand, he kept it secret from her.


  Juliet felt like the bottom had dropped out from under her, and she was free falling into an endless pit. Her whole life, her personal understanding was that the world was a nuclear winter disaster and everyone lived in shelters underground. The reality, though, was that they knew almost nothing about the outside world after the blast and Refuge relied on charity. The self-sufficient peaceful community was not the norm, but a lie and an anomaly. Her acceptance of living underground had shifted to horror.


  “Why?” she asked quietly, having a hard time finding her voice.


  “Why, what?” Avery asked, placing his hand over hers and giving it a gentle squeeze.


  “Why didn’t everyone just give up?” Tears started running fresh down her face, and he wiped the newest ones from her cheek with a finger.


  “In a way, all the people who were here already had. Most of us had given up on our past life and didn’t bother to evacuate the area when the attack came. Being sent here was actually a second chance for a lot of us.”


  “What are we supposed to do?”


  “I don’t think there is anything we can do.” Juliet began sobbing openly, and Avery pulled her into an embrace, stroking her hair with his hand as she cried.
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  The rest of her evening was pretty hazy in her memory. She couldn’t recall if Paul listened to Avery’s entire story or if he had wandered off part way through. Avery had offered her a drink of something, but she couldn’t remember what or how much. She woke up in a strange bedroom with a pounding headache. She thought she heard voices outside of the bedroom. One was definitely Avery, and the other was a woman’s voice. She sounded angry.


  “I just wanted to see if she’s okay,” came Avery’s calm voice.


  “You’ve done enough. Please leave.” Then a door shut. It sounded like Linda’s voice. Looking around Juliet recognized where she was. This was Cass’s old bedroom, which Linda had converted to an office for Scott when Cass and Juliet moved out. How had she ended up here?


  There was a gentle tapping at the door, and then Linda opened it slightly and stepped in. “How are you doing, sweetheart?”


  “Fine,” Juliet lied. “I have an awful headache.”


  “I’ll get you a glass of water.” Linda left and returned a moment later with water and a few small tablets in her hand. “Here,” she said, “this is just acetaminophen. It will help with your headache.”


  Juliet took the pills and a swig of water before asking, “How did I get here?”


  “You were really upset,” Linda replied as she sat down next to Juliet. “Avery sent me a message asking me for help, and when I went to his bunk and saw how distraught you were, I gave you a sleeping pill and brought you back here with me.”


  “Oh.”


  “He shouldn’t have told you.”


  “How do you know what he said?” Juliet asked.


  Linda sighed and started rubbing Juliet’s back with her hand. “I was twenty-two when we came to Refuge. I lived through the tragedy as well, but I still have hope that we will all be able to leave one day. When Avery sent me the message saying you were at his bunk, I originally thought it was because you two were getting intimate. I would like to think you would tell me beforehand if you’re going to be sexually active with him… or anyone.”


  “Too late for that,” Juliet responded.


  Linda let out another sigh. “Juliet, you’re like a daughter to me. I don’t want to see you get hurt. Avery is a nice enough man, but he’s not a particularly optimistic individual. We’re all going to be fine. Everyone at Refuge is tough. We’ve been through a lot.”


  “Really?” Juliet asked.


  “Really.” Linda insisted. “Now tell me, did you and Avery use protection?”


  “Oh god,” Juliet moaned, stuffing her face into a pillow.
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  Lauren was glad the Boston University library was open during fall break. Since SS5U was an extension of this Boston U, she was able to use their computers and check out at least a limited number of items. There wasn’t room for a full library in the subterranean extension, and Grant had convinced her they needed a full-fledged brick and mortar university library to do the research on Subterranean Shelter 14. But now that they were here, they hadn’t utilized the book collection at all and stuck to doing research on the computers.


  She was reading a news article about the original blast that had relocated the shelter to its current underwater location. It was hard to find any information on SS14, and no matter what search term she used: subterranean shelter 14, SS14, bomb shelter, shelter underwater, nothing brought up articles that pertained to SS14. She kept getting general information on cold war shelters and the full text of Senator Kane’s bill.


  “Dude, everyone in SS14 is hopped up on antidepressants,” Grant whispered from the computer next to Lauren.


  “What? How did you find that?”


  “I’m just reading this guy’s blog…”


  “I mean, how did you find anything about SS14. No matter what search I use, I get nothing useful.” Lauren leaned over to see Grant’s computer monitor, and he turned it so she would have a better view.


  “Apparently the residents of SS14 call it ‘Refuge’ so I searched for that which led me to a few places including this blog. He says that a year after the blast, there was supposed to be a rescue sub, but it crumpled at their depth. After that, the Captain there must have requested massive amounts of psych meds for the totally depressed population, and the Navy has been sending them huge quantities of antidepressants ever since. It totally makes sense.”


  “What else does he say?” Lauren rolled her chair close to Grant and was leaning over his keyboard to read his screen while listening to him.


  “They also send loads of birth control pills. Everyone must be getting pretty frisky down there.”


  “Are all the women on the pill?”


  “I don’t know. The people in Refuge don’t actually send out much information—certainly nothing about their day-to-day lives. All that comes out is a list of requested supplies. For all we know, there could be just one really fat greedy dude living there and that’s it.” Grant chuckled to himself.


  “But they send messages out, surely there’s information from them?”


  “They can’t send messages out,” Grant argued. “They’re underwater. Radio waves, cell service, and Wi-Fi can’t make it to SS14. Aside from those shipments, they are totally cut off from the rest of the world.”


  “But, didn’t they have a pen pal program?” Lauren said.


  “What, like prisons? Oh, right!” he exclaimed, letting his voice get a little louder than just a whisper. He looked around to see if anyone noticed him before continuing. “There is a chick there who writes letters to a pen pal. Her letters come with the paper list of supply requests. Some guy in the navy has the job of typing them up and emailing them to her pen pal. Any message sent to this pal is actually sent to that navy guy. He prints them and sends them in the next supply shipment. Pretty crazy, right?”


  “Yeah, crazy,” Lauren agreed. She hadn’t told Grant that she was Juliet’s pen pal, only that she was doing a research paper on SS14. “And this navy guy reviews the emails for content before sending them onto SS14?”


  “Nope, they get sent exactly as is. According to this blog.”


  Lauren’s eyes widened. She looked hard at Grant for a long while as she sorted this out in her mind. “I need to email the guy who writes that blog.” Lauren scooted her chair back to her original computer and pulled up the blog, looking for the bio of the writer. As she furiously typed an email, she muttered to herself, “They got my email.”


  “What are you talking about?” he asked.


  Lauren answered without even looking away from her computer screen as she kept typing. “I’m the pen pal.”


  “Then you can just ask for all the information about SS14 you need for your paper from your pal. You don’t need to do all this research.”


  Lauren stopped typing for a moment and faced Grant. “I’m not doing a paper. And what I really needed was to send information to SS14. They don’t know anything about what is happening outside of their shelter. I kept trying to send Juliet a message about Senator Kane’s bill and it kept getting edited down to nothing. But, there must be someone at SS14 who is editing it down. So, when I emailed all the details about the bill, someone there must have read it!”


  “What does Senator Kane’s bill have to do with anything? He just wants to rebuild D.C.”


  “I was bored one day, so I read the entirety of the bill. In order to help fund the construction, the federal government will stop providing support to SS14. They need that support to stay alive.”


  “Sucks for your pen pal,” Grant said, looking back as his computer to continue browsing articles.


  “Hey,” Lauren said, hitting his shoulder, “this is serious! There are lots of people down there, and they could all die.”


  “Well, what can you do about it?”


  “I don’t know. That’s what I need to figure out.”
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  Linda insisted Juliet take the morning off and just rest for a while. Even though she was needed at the medical wing for her shift, she didn’t want Juliet to be alone to her thoughts and had asked Scott to stay in the bunk with Juliet.


  Scott was in the kitchen cooking breakfast, and Juliet sat with Alex at the little kitchen table. “I’m making Alex an omelet, would you like one as well, Juliet?”


  “Sure,” she responded.


  “I’ve got bell peppers, tomato, and a fresh can of SPAM. Do all those sound good to you?”


  “Yeah, sounds good.” Scott came over to the table and scooped the completed omelet out of his pan onto Alex’s plate, then returned to the cooktop and started assembling another one.


  Alex devoured her food in a few large bites, took a deep drink from her glass of water, then hopped up announcing, “Got to go to school,” before tearing out of the bunk.


  “Do I look that terrifying this morning?” Juliet asked.


  “Oh, don’t mind her,” Scott said as he flicked the pan with his wrist sending the omelet sailing up in the air and landing perfectly on its other side back in the pan. “That is Alex’s new morning routine of rushing out of here. Although, you might want to avoid the mirror until you get a chance to get cleaned up.” He gave her a half smile and winked before bringing the finished omelet to her plate.


  “Thank you.”


  He returned to the cooktop and started the third omelet. She tentatively took a few bites. The eggs were so buttery and fluffy and much more palatable than the normal breakfast she got at the cafeteria. After skipping dinner the previous night, Juliet was ravenous and had to consciously pace herself while she ate.


  Scott turned off the cooktop and brought the last plate of food to the table and sat down with Juliet. He started eating while keeping a watchful eye on her. When she didn’t say anything and just quietly ate, he broke the silence. “So… you and Avery.”


  Juliet responded with just a sigh, before hanging her head over her breakfast.


  “It’s okay, we don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to.”


  After she finished all of her food and drank down the rest of her glass of water, she asked the question that had been lingering in her mind all morning. “Do you blame him?”


  “Blame Avery? For what?”


  “For being here. He mentioned that you picked him up at the hospital that night when they were evacuating. He’s the reason you ended up here.”


  “Oh, gosh,” Scott said, “I could blame a lot of people for ending up here: Avery, Avery’s mother for dying that day, the driver who ran us off the road, the North Koreans for bombing us, Einstein for the Manhattan Project. In the end, what happened, happened and all I can do is continue living my life. Assigning blame won’t help, so why waste the energy?”


  “I don’t think I could be so cool about it if it were me,” Juliet admitted.


  “Well, I’m just cool like that.” He gave her another half-smile while he picked up the used plates and brought them to the sink.


  Juliet wasn’t sure what to do with the rest of her morning and ended up spending most of it in Scott’s office reading a book. Scott made himself scarce, poking in on her only a few times before she left. She went to the restrooms and got herself cleaned up and returned to her dorm. Her eye caught the green new message light blinking on her micro tab, and she powered it up to read the new message real fast before catching her friends at lunch.


  


  Hey Juliet,


  I know I dropped a bomb on you the other day. Sorry. Let me know you got the message somehow. I’m trying to figure out a solution right now. I’ll do everything I can to help.


  Yours, Lauren


  Juliet had worked all morning to push the awful news out of her head, and now it was back to the forefront of her mind. She turned her micro tab back off and put it in her bag and left toward the cafeteria for lunch.
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  She was the first one there, so Juliet sat at her normal table while the cafeteria became increasingly noisy as more people came in.


  Jim sat down next to her and said, “Jules, you look like crap. Are you okay?”


  Juliet had unintentionally followed Scott’s advice of avoiding the mirror and was now worried she might look truly frightening. “I’m fine,” she insisted.


  Cass sat down next and immediately started into a story about a horrible haircut she had attempted to correct that morning.


  When Derrick arrived, he also immediately addressed Juliet. “I heard you were feeling sick this morning, Juliet. Are you sure you’re feeling better?”


  The annoyance of being interrupted immediately left her face as Cass looked closely at her friend. “Oh, honey, you look like you’ve been crying. Is everything okay? Did Avery break up with you?”


  Jim’s jaw dropped. “Avery? You’re dating Avery? You dumped me for that middle aged ass hole?”


  Juliet lowered her head, covering her face with her hands. She didn’t want news of her relationship spreading; there were far more important and pressing issues going on.


  She responded through clenched teeth, “No, we didn’t break up, although we’re not really dating.” Even though she felt strongly about Avery, Juliet didn’t want to announce their relationship to everyone since she and Avery had never really talked about it.


  “Sorry,” Cass said as she patted Juliet’s arm with her hand. “You didn’t come back to our dorm last night and my mom mentioned that you had gotten all upset at his bunk… I kind of assumed.”


  Juliet gave a big exhale before standing up, grabbing her tray, and marching away from their table. She slung the tray haphazardly at the kitchen window and her utensils and cup clattered and fell every which way. After storming out the door, she paused, unsure of what to do next. She decided to visit the restroom, but before she even made it a few paces away from the cafeteria, Derrick came out of the door and stood next to her.


  He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her close to him. She could smell his deodorant and the coffee on his breath at this close proximity. “I’m not going to ask you what happened because you clearly aren’t ready to talk about it, but your eyes are so swollen, I’m surprised you can even see right now. Everyone’s just going to keep getting on your case, so let’s just skip the study room for the rest of the day. Come with me.” He led her down the main hall back to the residences. Once they approached Juliet’s dorm, he nodded his head to the side, and Juliet pulled her keys out of her bag and unlocked the door, letting them both in.


  Once in her dorm, Derrick let go of Juliet’s shoulders and dug through her desk drawer where she kept her textbooks. He pulled one out and pressed it into her hands saying, “Here, study calculus. That always makes you feel better.” He took one of the other texts and leaped onto Cass’s bed, opened the book, and began reading. Relieved that she was able to study in relative peace, Juliet pulled out her micro tab and started taking notes on the next chapter.


  They studied quietly for hours. Derrick spent most of the afternoon poking at his micro tab without actually reading much of the chemistry book in front of him. Juliet was engrossed in anti-derivatives when she noticed the time. “We’re going to miss dinner if we don’t leave soon,” she said.


  “You have a dinner date,” Derrick answered, still focused on his micro tab. “You won’t miss out on food.” He looked up at the clock on the wall. “But now’s a good time to head out.”


  Derrick led Juliet through the residences towards one of the bunks, one which Juliet was not familiar with. He explained as they walked that he wouldn’t stay, and would just grab a bite at the cantina located in the boutiques where he was meeting Jim after dinnertime. He knocked solidly on the door to bunk 901, and it opened immediately.


  A huge smile was covering her freckled face as Wanda greeted them. “Juliet! It is so wonderful to see you. Please, come in.” She held the door open wide as Juliet stepped in. Derrick gave a little wave before walking away. Wanda was still wearing her work overalls under her fluffy green sweater. A whistle sound started coming from the kitchen, and Wanda said, “Perfect timing. I put water on for some tea. Would you like a cup?”


  “Sure,” Juliet said as she took a seat on the comfy sofa. Looking around, there were soft fluffy blankets covering most of the living room furniture. They looked handmade and there was a basket next to one of the armchairs which held a few knitting needles and several differently colored balls of yarn. Wanda returned with two mugs and handed one to Juliet. “You knit?” Juliet asked.


  “Yes,” Wanda said, sitting in the chair next to the basket of yarn. “I’m conscientious about conserving resources and reusing items. I take old cloth items and cut then into strips and knot the strips together to make my own yarn. That blanket,” she pointed at the one Juliet was sitting on, “is made from old scrubs.” Juliet looked closer at the soft green colored blanket and saw that the thick fibers did look like well-washed scrubs.


  “That’s cool,” Juliet conceded. She rubbed her hand on the blanket. It wasn’t the prettiest or softest, but it was still interesting. “Do you have a roommate?”


  “Nope,” Wanda exclaimed.


  “But, I thought you weren’t married.”


  Wanda laughed, “No, I’m not.”


  “Then, how did you get a bunk?”


  Wanda took a sip of tea before setting her mug down and answering. “The rules about who can live in a bunk aren’t as strict as command makes them sound. In reality, there are plenty of bunks for everyone, but cleaning and upkeep becomes an issue. I actually lived with Avery and Paul for a long time. When I decided to move out, I didn’t want to downsize to a dorm, so I promised to keep my own living space clean and not rely on the janitorial staff, and was able to get a bunk all to myself.”


  “You lived with Avery?” Juliet asked.


  “Well, all of our friends were getting married at the time, and it just made sense.”


  “You use to live with my mom.”


  “I did,” Wanda said, smiling again. “I wish I could tell you all about her and what she was like, but Heather kept to herself most of the time. I remember she was crazy about your dad.”


  Juliet finished drinking her tea and set the mug down.


  “You hungry?” Wanda asked.


  “Yes.”


  “I made a cold chicken salad. I’ll fix us each up with a plate.” They went to the kitchen and ate their dinner at the little table while chatting about the conservatory and how continued education was going for Juliet. Juliet had missed her chats with Wanda who was always a good listener, never got nosy prying for details, and never tried to make Juliet feel bad about the decisions she made. They continued chatting well into the evening about everything except for Juliet’s relationship with Avery and what Juliet had just learned about Refuge.


  Eventually, Wanda called the evening to an end. “Well, missy,” she said, “I’m glad Derrick suggested we get together for an evening. That kid is a good friend.”


  “Yeah,” Juliet agreed. Even though he gave her the creeps occasionally, Wanda was right, she had always been able to rely on Derrick to be a good friend.


  “I hate to kick you out, but I need to turn in for the night.”


  “Right,” Juliet said. “Thank you so much for dinner.”


  “Anytime.” Wanda gave her a surprisingly firm hug considering her small stature before opening the door for Juliet and wishing her goodbye.


  Back at their dorm, Cass was already wearing pajamas and lying in bed reading a book. When she saw Juliet come in, she immediately launched into an apology, saying, “Oh, Juliet, I’m so sorry I spilled the beans about you and Avery. I didn’t realize it would make Jim so mad!”


  “Or make me mad,” Juliet added.


  “Of course!” Cass gushed. “You’re my best friend. I’m so sorry.”


  Juliet sighed and started changing into her own pajamas. Cass was silent for a while watching her friend get ready for bed and then she continued saying, “And since you’re my best friend, I figured it was only right to ask you first. Would you be okay with it if I dated Jim?”


  Juliet was shocked. Had Cass brought up Avery at lunch just to get Jim mad at her and endear him to Cass? “Why?”


  “Well,” Cass said, “you have totally moved on, and you don’t see him at work all day since you’ve switched, so it’s not like it will be all weird.”


  “But, why?” Juliet pressed. “I mean, he’s our friend and I still see him every day. It would still be weird.”


  “I just need a change,” Cass mused, staring up at the ceiling as she tossed her paperback book onto the floor. It landed with a soft thud and flipped open like a little fan.


  “What about Derrick?” Juliet asked.


  “Oh, we were never really dating. We had an understanding for a while, but we were always just friends. I need a real full blown relationship.”


  “With my most recent ex?”


  “God, Juliet. I don’t need your permission. I’m an adult, and in the end, I can do what I want.”


  Juliet sighed as she turned down her cover. “You have my blessing.”


  “Thank you,” Cass said in a cheerful tone. She rolled to the side curling up in her bed, “Could you turn the lights off while you’re still up?”


  Juliet turned off the lights and slipped into her own bed. She had to devise a plan to save Refuge, and right now she had no idea how to do it. However, she did have a good idea of whom she could trust to help.
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  She felt a like a little kid planning to slip the note to Derrick, but Juliet couldn’t be sure that he’d check his micro tab for messages before class time started. Cass had passed notes so easily to Juliet when they were younger, but any time Juliet had tried to sneak a note back, their teacher caught her. This time, she didn’t want her other friends to know. She was sick of people finding out all the intimate details of her life without her consent.


  She glanced down at the paper she had tucked into her palm. Inside she had written, “Skip class to meet me this morning—I need to tell you something important.” She stuck it back in her pocket and took her breakfast tray to her usual table and sat down next to Derrick.


  This morning, Cass was making a show of batting her eyelashes and playfully patting Jim’s shoulder with her hand. The obvious display made Juliet want to gag, but Jim seemed to be digging Cass’s over the top affection.


  “Winter Holiday is a pretty long way off still,” Jim said. “I hadn’t really thought yet about who I want to get for the secret gift exchange.” Cass leaned her head down to look at Jim through her lashes while biting her lower lip. Juliet was pretty sure Cass was wearing the eye stuff they had made for casino night because Cass’s eyes were not naturally that defined.


  “Remember the time you got Rita?” Derrick asked Jim.


  “Oh God,” Jim moaned. “Don’t remind me!”


  Juliet remembered this story. Two years ago, Rita had asked for flowers as a gift and Jim stole a bag of flour from the kitchen pantry and gave that to her instead. She was mad about the gift, and shoved the heavy bag at Jim to give it back, except the bag tore and flour exploded everywhere getting all over both of them.


  While the guys were laughing and Cass focused on getting Jim’s attention back, Juliet slipped the note out of her pocket and held it toward Derrick, trying to keep it low enough so Cass and Jim wouldn’t see it under the table. Derrick saw it in the periphery of his vision and without even looking down, gripped the folded paper between two of his fingers and slid it into his pocket. A moment later Derrick excused himself to go to the restroom, and soon after, they all left the cafeteria to get to work.


  Juliet wondered where Derrick had gone off to and walked slowly in the direction of the study room. When she turned off the main hall, Derrick walked casually from the corner where he was waiting and said in a low voice, “Follow me.” They continued down the hall and made a turn to the left and then another left until they were back in the main hall but further up. They kept walking past the pipe, down another hall Juliet was unfamiliar with, and then through a door.


  They were in the mechanical room. The dozens of generators made lots of noise chugging along to provide power to all of Refuge. The room felt hot, damp, and dangerous with open walkways over the equipment below.


  Derrick got close to Juliet and put his mouth to her ear so she was able to hear him speak. “You know, this feels like a booty call.”


  Juliet ignored the comment and shouted, “I need to tell you something, but it’s really loud in here…”


  He brought his mouth back to her ear and said, “It will stop soon.” Sure enough, within a few seconds, the generators slowed down their grinding and became silent. Derrick continued in a quieter voice, “They run during meal times and odd hours at night.” They stood there a moment in silence in the now eerily quiet room. “So… you needed to tell me something?”


  Juliet started tentatively, speaking quietly. “Remember at casino night, what you said to me? That we were underwater?”


  Derrick chuckled and pushed his glasses higher on his face with a fingertip. “I don’t really recall much from that night. I might have been under the influence of a few things.” He smiled at the recollection of the evening.


  “But, you meant it, right?”


  “I was just messing with you,” he said, giving her upper arm a light squeeze. Juliet was rethinking whether telling Derrick about Refuge and the bill was actually a good idea. She hadn’t even considered having Avery help her come up with a plan. She got chills thinking about how calm and complacent he was while telling her his terrifying tale and how unaffected he seemed with the news that they wouldn’t make it far into the next year.


  Derrick gripped Juliet by both arms and looked into her eyes. “Juliet, it’s obvious something is going on with you. I’m your friend, and if you need my help, I’m here for you.” Looking back into his eyes, she felt she could trust him.


  Juliet told Derrick about the bombing and how Refuge had shifted underwater, that they were reliant on supplies from the federal government, and that there was a new bill signed into law that would stop shipments at the end of the year.


  “Holy shit, Juliet,” he said. He shifted from side to side on the rickety walkway, rubbing his face with his hand then returning it to the handrail. She could see lines forming above his brow and his lips set in a frown. “How did you learn this?”


  “About Refuge? From Avery. My pen pal sent a message about the bill. I didn’t get the message, but Paul read it and told me about it.”


  “Wow. I always thought the whole pen pal thing was our teacher sending back bull shit messages and not actual people from the outside. And why did Paul read it?”


  “He works in command,” she answered. “I guess command censors the messages from outside.”


  “Shit.” Derrick started pacing down the walkway and back. Juliet could feel the walkway tremble under her feet with every one of his steps. “Shit.” Derrick stopped pacing and turned toward her. “Who else knows about the bill?” he asked.


  “Paul and Avery. Captain Clark. And now you.”


  “Okay,” he said, nodding his head up and down. “Okay. Let’s keep this on the down-low and not tell anyone else. I don’t want to be responsible for creating a panic, and if Captain Clark doesn’t tell everyone about the bill, then we won’t either.” He rubbed a hand over his stubble-covered jaw. “Shit,” he said again, under his breath.


  “I have to do something,” Juliet said, her voice wavering. “I had accepted my whole life was going to be lived in Refuge, and that I would die here. But I’m not dying now. Not yet.” Tears started coming to her eyes again. She looked up, willing her eyes to not water; she had already cried enough. Juliet lost the fight against her tears, and they started coming down again.


  Derrick pulled her into an embrace and held her tight. “You’re not going to die Juliet. Not if I can help it.” He kissed her lightly on the top of her head. “Just, let me think about it. We’ll come up with a plan. We’ll figure this out.”
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  They left the mechanical room soon after the generators started back up. Juliet stopped by the restrooms before heading to the cafeteria. Her face was red and blotchy, but after splashing some cold water on it, she looked fairly normal again. Her large brown eyes were a little red, but they weren’t all swollen like the day before.


  When she left the restroom, she could see across the main hall through the doorway to the center. From here, she saw Avery’s profile as he sat eating a sandwich with a paperback book open in one hand. Her heart hammered in her chest and her ears felt hot. He was so calm, sitting up with perfect posture. How could he be so unaffected? He knew that Refuge would be ending soon, and he appeared to be completely fine with that.


  Juliet didn’t want to take the chance that he would see her lingering in the hall, so she darted into the cafeteria. Derrick was already seated at their normal table with Jim and Cass. Juliet got her lunch and joined them.


  “Look who finally showed up,” Jim said as Juliet swallowed her handful of vitamins. “You look better today.”


  “Thanks,” Juliet said, pulling the corners of her mouth up a little in a smile. “I feel a little better.”


  “Yeah, she had a dinner date,” Cass said in a melodic voice.


  “Really?” Jim asked, raising an eyebrow.


  “I had dinner with Wanda,” Juliet said, clarifying. “It was nice catching up with her.”


  “Really?” Jim asked again. “She didn’t mention it to me.”


  “I’m pretty sure your boss isn’t required to share her personal life with you,” Derrick said, jabbing an elbow into Jim’s side.


  Juliet was glad the conversation topic had steered away from her, and she ate her lunch quickly before heading to the study room early. Thomas was already there having skipped lunch. Juliet found the Chemistry text in the filing cabinet and started studying, going over some of her old notes. She would need to take some of her exams soon, not that passing exams was of any importance now. Still, she felt like she should continue going through the motions until she had a better idea of what the future held.


  After Vincent and Derrick arrived, Professor White dropped in to check on everyone. “Miss Morse,” he exclaimed. “I’m surprised to see you back. I got a note from Linda stating you were horribly sick.”


  “Oh,” Juliet said, unaware Linda had already covered for her absence. “Yes, I was pretty sick. But, I feel better now.”


  “That’s good to hear,” White said, crossing his arms in front of his chest. He then relaxed and leaned against the doorway. “I just wanted to remind all of you that we’re having a group lecture in the command conference room tomorrow at nine. Attendance is mandatory for CEd students.” White nodded, done with his announcement, and walked away.


  “Oh man, I love those group lectures,” Thomas said to no one in particular. He turned to face Juliet before continuing. “They always have lunch afterward, and it’s much better than the crap that’s served in the cafeteria.”
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  Juliet thought that a lecture on resource management would be interesting since they were dealing with real physical issues pertaining to life at Refuge, but it turned out to be incredibly boring. There were no mathematical models discussed, just raw data in chart after chart, after chart. She saw a few people in the audience wearing the pins and patches indicating they were members of junior command, but Paul was not among them. Vincent poked her in the side a couple times to keep her from falling asleep. Thomas had been right, though. Once the lecture was over, there was an amazing lunch including several fresh items from the conservatory and chicken coup.


  As they were leaving the conference room, Derrick walked next to Juliet and said, “White always gives us leave the afternoon after a conference, and I’ve got an idea for our little problem. Come with me.”


  “Okay,” Juliet said as they walked past the study room and out of command. Derrick led the way as they walked beyond the pipe towards the storage area.


  “I’m trying to think of a way for us to get out of here,” Derrick said. “I really think escaping is going to be our best plan. I’m hoping there is something in storage that could be useful.”


  “I don’t know,” Juliet said in a low voice, cautious that others walking down the hall might overhear. “I think if there was any way to get everyone out, the navy would have already tried.”


  “I didn’t say everyone. We’ll have a better chance of getting out if it’s just the two of us.”


  “What?” Juliet said, raising her voice and grabbing Derrick by the arm. He continued walking and pushed through the door to one of the storage rooms. Juliet stormed in after him. “We can’t just leave Refuge and not help everyone else out as well. They don’t know the shipments are ending and life as we know it will soon be over.”


  “We don’t have any influence down here,” Derrick said, his voice getting louder as well. “If you or I went around yelling ‘the sky is falling,’ no one would listen and we’d just get locked up in the medical wing. You’re right in that any solution that would save everyone would probably already have been done. And if you come up with some crazy way of saving the masses, yet again everyone will think you’re crazy and you’d get yourself locked up. And don’t you dare say that we can save Refuge and continue life here like normal. Our ‘normal’ here is totally fucked up, and Refuge is not worth saving. Our best chance of getting out of here is leaving by ourselves and forgetting about this place.” Derrick’s jaw set tight, he was so angry he was seething.


  “You’re suggesting we just let everyone die,” Juliet persisted. “I don’t want to be responsible for everyone’s death.”


  “You won’t be responsible,” Derrick said, throwing his hands in the air. “That Senator what’s-his-name is responsible.”


  Juliet had come into the storage room no more than a single step. “You don’t even want to try. We haven’t even started coming up with a plan and you’re already being a coward.” She didn’t like being the victim of Derrick’s wrath. She knew he wasn’t angry at her, but he was starting to scare her.


  “Do you really want to save the people here?” He asked waving his hand in a circle above his head. “You have no family left. Your best friend has been fucking your ex behind your back since Homecoming. Your uncaring psychopath gentleman friend just wants us all to roll over and die. I’m the only one here who’s even trying to look out for you.”


  His words hurt her to the core, but they had a thread of truth which only made it hurt more. Juliet felt she should have figured out Cass was pursuing Jim this whole time, but how Derrick worded it made the news even more shocking. He even nailed exactly what bothered her about Avery’s attitude toward the situation.


  “I thought I could trust you,” she said clenching her fists.


  Derrick squeezed her by the shoulders, giving her a shake. He looked deep into her eyes, and Juliet felt naked under his gaze. “You can trust me,” he said. “I’m going to get you out.” He cupped her face in his hands. “You deserve better than this place. There is a whole world out there waiting for us. I want to experience it. I want you to experience it. We can get out of here if we work together.” He leaned his head down and kissed her.


  Juliet still felt passionately angry, but she was shocked Derrick cared so singularly for her. All of her frustration and hopelessness over the current situation bubbled to the surface, overcoming her. Instead of shoving Derrick away, she grabbed the front of his shirt in her fists and pulled him closer, deepening their kiss. Her vision turned red as she pressed her eyes tightly closed. She felt so hot she could suffocate. She wanted to scream and weep and laugh at the absurdity of their situation all at the same time. Her body was on fire, and she had to do something to get a release. As she pressed her body against his, she could feel him get aroused as well.


  She fumbled at his belt buckle until it came undone then started working on the button of his pants. “Whoa,” Derrick said, grabbing her hands in his own. “Are you sure about this?”


  “Shut up,” she scolded. He let go of her hands and let her continue.


  Juliet was having a hard time getting the button undone in her angry and frustrated haze. Derrick said, “Let me,” and undid them and guided her hand down to his crotch. She rewarded him with a deep kiss as she squeezed and pulled at him. He led her deeper into the storage room, helped her pull off her own clothing, then lifted her onto a box. She wrapped her legs around him as he plunged inside. She stifled a scream by burying her face against his neck, which made him groan and push against her harder. With every thrust, she could feel her frustration become less. She breathed in gasps, unable to control her body’s reaction, clawing at his back with her fingertips trying to regain control. Finally, she surrendered to the waves, letting them crash over her.


  By the time Derrick finished, her anger had all but melted away. Both their bodies were damp with sweat and Juliet’s hair had gotten rumpled in the process. Derrick helped her back up to her feet and they both pulled their discarded clothing back on.


  Juliet couldn’t think of any appropriate thing to say and just muttered, “Sorry about that.”


  Derrick smiled and adjusted his glasses. “That was nothing to be sorry about.”


  Juliet ran her hands over her button up shirt. It was hopelessly wrinkled and the top button was missing. Now that she had a moment to cool down, she was finally able to look around and see what was housed in this storage room.


  There were all sorts of oddities in the room. The shelves to her right were stacked with aluminum pouches of emergency rations. To the left, there were old dusty first aid kits that would never be used in the medical wing. A vibrant yellow rubbery object caught her eye, and on further inspection, it appeared to be an emergency raft. Next to it was a row of life vests.


  “What is this place?” Juliet asked.


  “Storage room B,” Derrick answered, looking through a shelf of dusty flashlights and batteries.


  “Well, yes, I know we’re in the storage area, but none of this stuff looks particularly useful.”


  “It could have been useful. This is the oldest storage room in Refuge. It was originally stocked when this shelter was built for the cold war.”


  “What?” Juliet stopped looking around, returning the lantern she had been examining to the shelf. “You know the history of Refuge? Why didn’t you tell me?”


  Derrick was busy testing flashlights and the replacement batteries. He clicked the flashlight in his hand on and it gave off a weak flickering glow. “We do a segment of Refuge history in CEd, around the second year. It’s more than we learned in general ed, but still a watered down version. At least they told us we’re underwater.”


  “But you knew about the shipment of supplies already? And Submarine Savior?”


  “Shipments, yes,” he answered. He shook the flashlight in his hand and the light died out. He clicked it off before returning it to the shelf. “Never heard of Submarine Savior, though. What is it?”


  Juliet told Derrick all the details of Submarine Savior she had learned from Avery.


  “Wow,” Derrick said. He ran a hand through his short hair while staring at the floor deep in thought. “I don’t think we’re going to get anything out of this storage room.”


  “No,” Juliet agreed. She picked up a pouch of water that had an expiration date from before she was born. How, she wondered, could water even expire? She set it back and tried to wipe the dust off her hands on the bottom of her shirt.


  “We’ll come up with a plan,” Derrick insisted. “I’ll keep thinking about it.”


  Juliet’s shirt was now crumpled, brown with dust, and missing a button. She could smell her own sweat, which she did not like. “I need a shower,” she declared.


  “Me too,” he said. “Let’s head back.”


  They returned to the residences and parted ways to go to their respective dorms. Juliet grabbed her shower kit and headed to the bathroom. She glanced at her reflection and stopped dead. Her hair was a knotted mess with patches of dust in it and her face and chest were still all flushed from her physical exertion. She was showing a lot of skin due to the missing button on her shirt. Still, she liked the person looking back at her. This Juliet was going to take control of her life. She was doing something instead of just hiding and crying. Maybe Derrick was right, she deserved to live life outside of Refuge, and she needed to look after herself and not worry so much about everyone else.


  She smiled at her new confident self. She didn’t know how yet, but she was going to live.
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  There was quite a crowd gathered at the fountain on the Boston University campus to hear Senator Stanley Kane talk. Lauren looked around and saw lots of students milling around waiting for the event to start. She wasn’t a particularly politically charged individual, but Grant told her sometimes politicians who spoke on campus would field a few questions from the audience, and Lauren had some burning questions for Senator Kane.


  Lauren and Grant had dressed for standing outside on a cool November afternoon. Today, however, the sun beating down on their heads, the thick crowd of people, and the unseasonably warm weather had forced them to shed their coats. Lauren was shifting from side to side, impatiently waiting for the talk to start.


  Finally, someone came to the podium. It was definitely not Senator Kane, but Lauren still listened closely to what he had to say. The young man talking at the podium was the president of the College Democrats club. He sounded and dressed like a politician, even though he must have only been twenty. He gave a plug for other upcoming events sponsored by the club then gave a warm thank you to Senator Kane for coming to the campus as part of his re-election campaign. Everyone cheered when he introduced Senator Kane and left the temporary stage.


  Lauren was surprised how attractive the Senator was in real life. Of course, she had seen him on TV and pictures of him included in news articles, but something about his likeness on a screen emphasized his age and wrinkles. Here in the flesh in front of her, Kane was an energetic and animated man. He was tall with lots of salt and pepper hair and crisp blue eyes. His perfectly tailored suit hinted at his athletic build underneath. Lauren hadn’t been particularly interested in what he had to say but now found herself hanging onto his every word as he peppered jokes between his campaign promises and witty anecdotes from his own college experience. She cheered loudly along with the rest of the crowd when he finished his talk.


  Senator Kane asked for questions and the College Democrats president held up a microphone in front of the first student who waved his hand hoping to ask a question of the Senator.


  “Now’s your chance,” Grant whispered to Lauren. She wasn’t sure now about asking the probing question about the bill he supported that would soon kill her pen pal. He was such an amiable guy, she kind of felt bad about putting him in an awkward spot with the question. “Come on,” Grant hissed, elbowing her side as a second student waved her hand and the College Democrats guy worked through the crowd toward her with the mic.


  “What’s your favorite ice cream flavor?” The young woman gushed.


  “Mint chocolate chip,” Senator Kane answered with his big political grin. “Next question!”


  Grant waved his hand in the air, not waiting for Lauren to summon the courage to ask herself. Once the mic reached him, he launched into the question. “I think it’s admirable that you authored and supported the bill to rebuild Washington D.C., but part of that bill stops aid to Subterranean Shelter 14. What do you have to say about the three hundred people living there who will die because of your bill?”


  Lauren groaned. She knew the question needed to be asked and was the only reason the two of them had come to the rally today, but Grant could have phrased it a little more delicately.


  “First of all, thank you for your question,” Senator Kane said launching into his answer in an unflappably bright tone and maintaining his smile. “I am proud of the Washington D.C. rebuilding initiative. We need to make our capital great once again to reflect the state of our great nation. On the flip side, we need to be careful about which projects we aid. There are several areas of the world where people live without, and even here in our great nation of the United States, there are those living in poverty who wonder where the next meal will come from. Ideally, we would be able to provide food and shelter for all the people in need, helping them better themselves and turning them into contributing members of society. But, we do not live in an ideal world where the United States can provide aid to everyone. Even so, I pray every day we will one day achieve this better world. Next question!”


  “Man, I hate politicians,” Grant mumbled under his breath. Lauren wanted to stay for the rest of the Q and A, but Grant was already pushing his way out of the crowd to leave the rally.
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  Lauren bought dinner for them at the local hole in the wall burger place which was a staple to the Boston U campus, most likely because the servers didn’t always card the younger clientele when they ordered beer. Lauren loved places like this, even with the outdated interior, sticky floors, and food that wasn’t really special.


  “I can’t believe that guy,” Grant said through a mouth full of food. He took another bite of his burger before continuing. “He totally talked around the question.”


  “I should have expected it. Politicians are all so sleazy.” She took a sip of her beer. She had offered to get Grant a beer as well, but he had opted for a soft drink.


  “You seemed pretty enraptured by him while he was speaking.”


  “Shut up.” Lauren blushed while giving him a small smile. “There was just something about seeing him in person. It’s like the TV adds a filter that makes him look old and sleazy.”


  “I think it’s just you because the man I saw today was definitely still old and sleazy.”


  “Please, just give me a break.” Lauren nibbled on her fries. “So, what do we do now?”


  “Tonight’s the big party at the pink house,” Grant said.


  “I know that. I mean, what do we do about SS14?”


  “Did you ever hear back from that guy who wrote the blog?”


  “Bob?” Lauren asked, recalling the Refuge blog they had read at the library. “No.”


  “Maybe you should email your pal there. See what she’d been up to on the inside.”


  “I guess,” Lauren said, not sure that messaging Juliet would help in any way. “I’ll go as your date to the pink house party if you promise to do a keg stand.”


  “Hell no. I am not doing a keg stand.”


  “Why not?”


  “For starters, I’m not twenty-one.”


  “Neither am I,” Lauren said, lifting her glass of beer. “It’s not stopping me.”


  “I’ll be your designated driver.”


  “Deal.”
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  Hey Juliet,


  I’ve got to be honest, I’m doing what I can from here, but it’s not looking so good right now. I’m still doing research, and I’ll let you know as soon as I can when I come up with something. Grant has been surprisingly helpful with everything.


  It’s been nice having a fall break and no class for a few days. I’ve been able to focus on stuff other than my failing grades.


  What’s been going on with you other than receiving unpleasant news? Last I heard, you and Avery took it to the next level (wink). I will keep it PG here, but from your descriptions, I like to imagine him as a tender lover. Feel free to correct me. With details.


  Just send me all the details since it’s been a while for me. I guess I could sleep with Grant, but he so does not seem ready for an ‘intimate’ relationship. After his stalker-like spell earlier last month, I would hate to see what would happen if he became an ex-lover. Nothing good for me.


  I’ll keep you posted with any news. Until then keep in touch.


  Yours, Lauren


  P.S. Details!!!


  Juliet was glad to finally get a new message from Lauren. It had felt like a lifetime since her last message, and technically she wasn’t even supposed to have read it.


  She hadn’t even thought about messaging Lauren back. She should at least thank her for sending the information, and maybe also let her know how things had gotten stale with Avery. A wave of nausea washed over her when she realized what happened in the storage room a couple days ago would definitely upset Avery. Even though she was mad at him, she hadn’t meant to intentionally hurt him back.


  “I thought I’d be able to find you here,” Jim said from behind her. Juliet jumped, caught off guard by the interruption.


  “Jim! You surprised me.” Jim came around from the back of the sofa to sit next to her. She enjoyed being amongst the evening buzz of activity at the center, even if she just kept to herself reading articles on her micro tab.


  “I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” he began. He leaned back against the sofa, letting his arms stretch along the top and taking up two cushions by sitting with his knees far apart. “I know you and Cass are best friends and roommates, so I want to avoid an awkward situation.”


  Juliet felt a flash of anger which quickly passed. Neither she nor Jim had done right by each other, and calling him out for making a pass at her friend wouldn’t help either of them. She decided to be the bigger man. “I’ve already given Cass the green light,” she said. “I’m not preventing her from dating anyone.”


  “Well, color me surprised,” he said. “But I feel like I should tell you something, and you may not want to give us your blessing once you hear.”


  Juliet shrugged her shoulders. “Look, I know you and Cass have a history. You don’t need to tell me all the details. Cass can’t really keep a secret for long.”


  “Huh,” Jim said, nodding his head. “So, you don’t think I’m a total scumbag after everything that’s happened?”


  Juliet smiled in spite of herself. “I thought you were a total scumbag before any of this.”


  “Damn, Jules!” he said, giving her knee a firm squeeze. “Be careful with the brutal honesty.”


  “Sorry. Truth hurts.” She saw him pull a small box out of his pocket. “What’s that?” she asked.


  “I know you’re not that big of a fan of poker, but I found a deck of Uno cards. Care to play a game?”


  “Sure, why not?” she said. Jim pulled the cards out of their box and started shuffling them on the low table in front of the sofa. He dealt them each a hand of cards, then sat in a chair opposite Juliet.


  “You have any sevens?” he asked.


  Juliet smiled, “That’s not how you play Uno.”


  “I’m just messing with you.” He leaned in close to the table and flipped over the top card. “You go first.” They continued playing Uno until everyone else cleared out of the center for the night.


  As Juliet walked back to her dorm she remembered she hadn’t replied to Lauren’s message yet. She would have to do that the next morning.
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  Juliet awoke suddenly, grasping at the memory of a dream. She was walking down the pipe, but the pipe extended on and on and on. As she continued walking, the door at the end appeared to be getting further away. It felt like she had walked miles down the hallway. In the dream, the hallway was lit well enough to see the door at the end, which she had not actually seen before. When she lost hope of ever reaching the far away door, it opened and water rushed in. She turned and ran away from the door, frequently looking back to see the water racing down the hall toward her. She couldn’t go fast enough; the water was gaining on her. Then, the water engulfed her. That’s when she woke up.


  She sat up in her bed, trying to take deep intentional breaths. Her heart started to slow down back to a normal pace. The dorm was dark around her. She could hear the faint breathing sounds coming from Cass’s bed as she slept peacefully. Juliet glanced at the wall clock above Cass’s desk, 4:17. She didn’t need to get up and prepare for CEd for another three hours. Laying back down, she tried to return to sleep, but every time she closed her eyes, she could see the water rushing at her and was jolted back awake.


  4:48. Juliet gave up on getting any more sleep for the night. She crept out of bed, trying to make as little noise as possible. Sitting down at her desk, she powered on her micro tab and started writing a message to Lauren.


  The dream kept haunting her, fresh in her brain. She had never before seen a door at the end of the pipe, but Avery had said that the exit was there. It was the only exit she knew about. If she and Derrick expected to get out of Refuge, that was where they would get out. Her vision filled with rushing water before her body gave her a quick jerk, reminding her to stay awake.


  Suddenly the idea formed. It wasn’t a solution, but at least it was a step. After checking the storage room for useful items, she and Derrick had wracked their brains for almost a week trying to think of what to do next. They needed to go through the evacuation procedures for Submarine Savior. She wanted to see where it was supposed to dock and the pressure lock where they would escape. She opened a messaging window to write a message to Derrick.


  Derrick,


  We need to check out the pipe. I’ll tell you more at breakfast.


  Yours, Juliet


  She sent the message to Derrick then returned to the message she was writing to Lauren. Her eyes kept closing as she wrote, and she had to keep rereading the previous sentence, not sure where she left off. She decided maybe she should give up on the message and try to get more sleep. Cass was still silently sleeping as Juliet climbed back in her bed. She laid down wondering what they would find at the end of the pipe. Before she could imagine what her escape would be like, she had fallen back asleep.
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  Even though she had missed out on a bit of sleep, Juliet still felt refreshed and excited the next morning. She knew that once they could examine the doorway out of the pipe first hand, she would be able to plan an escape.


  She got dressed in her CEd uniform, rolling up the two long sleeves. After glancing at her reflection, she felt like she was hiding under her long hair and Derrick’s oversized shirt. She found a rubber band in her desk and pulled her hair back into a ponytail, then took off her shirt. After rummaging through Cass’s closet, she found a t-shirt Cass normally used for her workouts. Even though it was a little snug on Juliet’s larger frame, it covered her bra and showed just a little cleavage over the neckline. She put her own CEd uniform shirt over it and just left the top few buttons undone. Looking back at her reflection, Juliet could see her face and her figure. Happy with her appearance, she grabbed her bag, shoved her micro tab in it, and left.


  Juliet was the first of her friends at the cafeteria for breakfast. She sat at their normal table with her tray of food and pulled out her micro tab. She thought about finishing the message to Lauren but decided against it since she didn’t want to take the chance of someone reading it over her shoulder.


  Derrick arrived next slamming his tray firmly onto the table across from her. “Damn, Juliet!”


  “What?” she asked lifting her eyes from her micro tab. She casually took a sip of her coffee.


  “First of all, you look hot,” he said, emphasizing the t in hot. “Second, you need to learn to write a note that doesn’t sound like a booty call.”


  “Um, thank you?”


  “Unless it was a booty call. You did send it in the middle of the night.”


  “I couldn’t sleep. I had an idea of what to do next.”


  “I’m all ears,” Derrick said as he started eating his breakfast.


  Juliet leaned into the table toward Derrick so he could hear her whisper. “We need to go through the steps of evacuation day for when they tried Submarine Savior. There’s an exit at the end of the pipe. Maybe if we see it we’ll have a better idea what to do.” She glanced up and saw Cass approaching. Derrick turned to follow Juliet’s gaze to see Cass as well.


  He whispered quickly, “Tonight at two a.m. sharp, I’ll meet you outside your dorm.” He turned towards Cass and rubbed the seat of the chair next to him. “I saved you a seat,” he called.


  Cass smiled, flipped her blond hair, and then sat next to Derrick. Suddenly her smile melted as she said, “Is that my shirt?”


  “Yes, it is,” Juliet declared.


  “You didn’t ask to take it,” Cass said.


  “I’m sorry.” Juliet began unbuttoning her uniform shirt, “Do you need it back right now? Let me take it off and give it back.”


  “Oh god no. Keep the shirt on!”


  “What did I miss?” Jim said as he hurried over to sit with them. “Why was Jules taking her shirt off, and more important, why did you stop?” Cass sighed and rolled her eyes.


  “Sorry man, you missed the show,” Derrick said.
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  Dearest Juliet,


  I should never have told you the things I did. My intention was not to cause you pain. Please forgive me.


  Yours, Avery


  Juliet closed her micro tab. It was fifteen until two. She had set her alarm for 1:50, but woke up closer to one and couldn’t get back to sleep. After finally completing and sending off a message to Lauren, she opened the message Avery sent her early during the day. She had no idea what she should do about Avery and didn’t feel up to tackling her feeling for him at the moment. She had plans for right now, and she wanted to change out of her pajamas before meeting Derrick.


  Even after changing into her light green casual scrubs, it was still five until two. She figured she could just wait for Derrick outside of her dorm, but when she opened the door, he was already there waiting for her.


  “Alright, let’s go,” he said. He was swinging a flashlight in his hand as he walked. Juliet could see the musculature of his arms below the short sleeves of his scrub shirt. Her mind quickly imagined the rest of his muscles, recalling what they had done in storage room B just a week ago. She felt her cheeks get hot, but quickly suppressed the thought; she had to focus on the task at hand.


  “I actually have the late shift tonight, so this is good timing for our pipe exploration,” he said.


  “I’m sorry,” Juliet said. “The late shift?”


  “Yeah. Those secret shipments of supplies have to be brought in at some point by someone.” He shined the flashlight up from his chin, wiggling his eyebrows up and down, which cast creepy shadows across his face.


  “Stop that!” she whispered. Derrick clicked off the flashlight and chuckled. There were always a few lights illuminating the halls, even at night. She knew they would need the flashlight at the pipe, though. “I never thought about the practical details of receiving shipments.”


  “They have the strapping young men in CEd and engineering bring them in. Supplies are usually pretty heavy. Today, we’re only supposed to receive one box of oxygen canisters.” Derrick clicked on the flashlight as they turned into the pipe. “Have you ever really spent any time in the pipe?”


  “No,” she replied. “Cass always told me I was a goody-goody for never coming down here.” She paused to think about it. “Avery brought me here once…”


  “Well, that’s fucked up,” Derrick said.


  “It was the closest safe area during the last alarm.”


  “I would not like to be stuck in here if there were a fire,” he said. “The only exit would be straight into the ocean.”


  “I guess,” Juliet said, mentally kicking herself for bringing it up. It was already pretty dark, and she hoped it wouldn’t be too much further.


  Before long they reached the end of the hall. There was just a double door at the end that looked like every other door in Refuge. Derrick pushed it open and held the door as Juliet walked through. She gasped when she saw the large circular door to the pressure lock.


  “This is the pressure lock,” Derrick said pointing to the circular door. “It was originally constructed as an airlock in preparation for the attack from North Korea, and soon after the blast it was modified to pump sea water out instead of just air.” He started putting a code into the keypad, letting Juliet see the numbers he pressed, then held his thumb to the screen. After it made a few beeps, the entire door hissed and steam shot out.


  Juliet yelled a scream of surprise, instantly feeling embarrassed. Once the door rolled to the side, Derrick stepped through and she tentatively followed. She watched him open the large shipping box and start loading metal canisters out of the box and carried them onto a rolling cart just outside the door.


  “Don’t feel pressured to help,” he said, straining to move the third canister.


  “Sorry,” Juliet said, too busy taking in all the details of the pressure lock to move and help out Derrick. She saw the two large doors on the ceiling, which she guessed were where the boxes came in and out and also the location where Submarine Savior would have docked. Sure enough, to the side of the door she saw two metal loops fixed to the ceiling. “See those loops,” she said. “I bet that’s where they would have attached the ladder to get onto Submarine Savior.”


  Derrick looked briefly at where she was pointing and said, “I bet you’re right.” He continued unloading canisters as Juliet walked up to the shipment box and started examining it closely.


  “How big would you say this box is?” she asked.


  “I believe it holds around 30 cubic feet.”


  “What happens to the box after you unload it?”


  “We leave it here. The navy reuses it.” He stacked the last of eight canisters on the cart.


  “How do they get the boxes in and out of here?”


  Derrick was breathing heavily after all the heavy lifting, and his face shimmered with sweat. “I have no idea,” he said. He removed his glasses, then used the front of his shirt to wipe the sweat off his face. Juliet could see his toned torso as he did this, and again she felt herself flush and her heart quicken.


  “Could a person fit in it?” she asked.


  “Yeah,” he said, putting his glasses back on and looking over at the box. “Probably.”


  “And no one has tried hiding in one of the boxes?”


  “I don’t think so.” Derrick sat down on the circular door frame. “The boxes need to be empty. I guess if they’re too heavy or something, they can’t be removed.”


  “Really?” Juliet said, peering into the box. “Has anyone tested that?”


  “Uh, no,” he replied.


  “I think that’s what we should do next. Let’s put a bunch of heavy stuff in here, and see if the navy is still able to take it.”


  “Okay, but I’m going to need your help if we’re going to finish before morning. I need to unload these canisters in the air filtration closet in the mechanical room, and then we can grab some dead batteries or whatever weighs a bunch from storage room B.”


  Juliet helped Derrick finish up his night shift duties, including filling the shipment box with what they estimated was around two hundred pounds of cold war era flashlights and batteries. He closed the box with a loud clank of the lid. On top of the box, he placed an envelope he grabbed from his pocket.


  “What’s that?” she asked.


  “It’s the request for the next supply shipment.”


  “May I see it?”


  “Sure,” he said as he picked up the blue waterproof envelope marked ‘official use only’ and handed it to her.


  Juliet opened it and removed the folded paper to read what was on it. The first sheet was exactly what Derrick had described, a list of food items they were requesting. Next was the message she had sent to Lauren just an hour earlier. She folded both items back up before unfolding the last page. The last sheet was something different.


  Juliet read over it before asking, “Have you seen this?” She flipped the sheet so he could see what she was referring to.


  “No, what is it?”


  “It’s an open letter from Captain Clark to the U.S. Navy,” she said, turning the sheet back so she could read it over again. “He’s asking the navy about… the Washington D.C. rebuild project and the implications it has on SS14.”


  “Is that the bill your pen pal told you about?” he asked.


  “Yeah…” She kept staring at the letter. “He’s not even outraged or asking for help. It’s like, he doesn’t believe what she said and is asking the Navy to discredit her.”


  “Let me see,” Derrick said, holding his hand out for the paper. Juliet handed it over and he glanced over it quickly. “Clark is in total denial. He just doesn’t want to accept the situation.”


  “Do you think he’ll tell everyone about the ending of supplies when he gets his confirmation?” she asked.


  “No,” he answered. “He wouldn’t want to cause a panic, and I doubt he trusts the people here to come up with our own solution.”


  “You’re probably right. If he’s in denial, he’ll want everyone to pretend everything is fine as well.” Derrick took the three folded sheets and slipped them in the envelope, carefully sealing it before setting it on top of the shipment box. They left the pressure lock, and he used his thumb on the keypad to lock the door. After navigating down the pipe, they took the main hall back to the residences. Juliet returned to her dorm and collapsed back into her bed still wearing her scrubs. When she woke up the next morning, she didn’t feel refreshed or well rested, but she still felt pretty excited.
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  Lauren was glad she had finally gotten an email back from Bob, the man who wrote the blog about Refuge. He sent an incredibly long reply, admitting that Refuge had become more of an obsession than a hobby once he retired. She had mentioned when she first emailed him that she was not having much luck finding a way to help the population there, and he was able to shed some insight to the situation.


  She had shared her idea of supporting Refuge through private donations instead of through the federal government. She was surprised to learn Bob had already set up a charity where people donated items to be sent to Refuge, but these items were handed over to the navy to be transported there. The problem lied in getting items to Refuge. They needed special shipping containers that could withstand the immense pressure at the bottom of the ocean. They also needed a ship that could carry these heavy shipping containers out into the ocean, precisely drop them through Refuge’s pressure lock doors, and have a strong enough winch to pull them back out of the water. If this alone wasn’t deterrent enough, the schedule of when the pressure lock doors opened and closed was a guarded naval secret, making private support of Refuge completely impossible.


  Bob was amused by Senator Kane’s answer to Grant’s question at the Boston University rally. He didn’t seem to have a high opinion of politicians. He wrote about his past career in government and how he was confident politicians loved making his job harder.


  He also discussed the possibility of evacuation. Although he didn’t know how big the airlock was, he was sure a small enough craft could be made to help remove people from Refuge. Although something like this would still require the cooperation of the navy, a friend of his was an admiral and had reluctantly agreed to help if such a craft ever got developed. He started a fund to pay a reward to whoever was able to build this craft, but the sum of reward money didn’t come close to the cost of developing what was needed.


  Bob admitted his tie to Refuge was personal. He lost his whole family when the blast happened, and since a survivor list was never made public, he still held out hope that his son might be alive.


  Lauren felt bad for Bob. Even though the tragedy hadn’t happened in her lifetime, everyone in her parents’ generation remembered exactly where they were and what they were doing when they heard about the attack. Lauren’s parents had been on vacation when it happened, which was lucky since at the time they had lived near D.C.


  Lauren was trying to enjoy the nice fall weather from the balcony of her parents’ apartment. The air was perfectly cool and crisp. Inside, her mom was making a large pot of her famous chili. Lauren warmed her hands on her mug of tea when her laptop beeped. She opened it up to find a new email from Juliet. It had been such a long time since she’d received a message from her pen pal, and this email did not disappoint.


  Her jaw dropped as she read all the vivid details Juliet shared about not only her romantic encounter with Avery at his place but also a raunchy hook up with Derrick in the storage room. She read the message again, and again a third time before clicking the compose icon to write a reply.
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  Juliet saw the green light blinking on her micro tab. Cass was still getting ready, so Juliet had a minute to check her new message. She was surprised to see it was from Paul.


  Dear Juliet,


  I really hate to send you this message. Sometimes, outgoing messages get read by command and that happens to be one of my duties. I won’t tell Avery what happened in the storage room, but you need to.


  Yours, Paul


  Juliet hit her head against her desk. She felt thoroughly stupid. “Shoot,” she moaned.


  “What happened?” Cass asked.


  Juliet covered her face with her hands. “I made a huge mistake.”


  “What?” Cass persisted. Juliet didn’t want to share any details because that would mean telling Cass about her encounter with Derrick, that Avery’s roommate censored her messages, and why she was so upset with Avery.


  Instead, she lied. “I just got the scores back from my chemistry exam. I failed and have to retake it.”


  “They gave you your scores over the weekend?”


  “Uh,” Juliet paused trying to salvage her lie, “It was sent yesterday. I didn’t check it until now.”


  “Does that mean you’re going to be boring and study all weekend? Don’t you dare cancel our plans for tomorrow.”


  “Not all weekend. Maybe just today. I’ve got plenty of time to retake it.”


  “Good,” Cass said, giving Juliet a little nod. She grabbed her bag and said, “I’m going to take you to the boutiques tomorrow. We need to get you your own t-shirt to wear with your uniform. I don’t want you stretching out all of mine.”


  “Sure, whatever you want,” Juliet said as she quickly deleted Paul’s message.


  “I’m heading to work. I’ve got the Saturday shift this week.” Cass slipped out of their dorm, closing the door behind her.
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  The library didn’t have a whole lot of books in it. It was just a part of the school where general education students could work on homework or study quietly during the day. On a Saturday morning, it was deserted. Juliet was the only person sitting at one of the tables, writing away with her Physics books open in front of her.


  “Holy shit, you are hard to find,” Derrick said while trying to catch his breath. He was dressed in athletic wear and his hair was damp with sweat.


  “Aren’t you supposed to be at the center for the tournament?” Juliet asked. Jim and Derrick participated in the annual soccer match, which took up the entire center all weekend long. Cass and Juliet never joined in since neither particularly liked playing soccer.


  “We just finished the first game. Or we did twenty minutes ago; that’s how long it took me to find you. The other two teams are playing now, so I get to take a break.” He pulled out the chair next to Juliet and turned it around so he could sit straddling the back of the chair. Looking at her physics scribblings he added, “I think you need a break as well from all this class work. Let’s go back to my dorm. I’ll show you a good time.” He gave her a sly smile, pushing his glasses up on his sweaty face with a fingertip.


  “Um, no,” she said. “You’re all sweaty and gross.”


  “You weren’t complaining about how sweaty we got last week.” Juliet couldn’t help but smile. She couldn’t blame him for trying.


  “And,” she said, “I’m kind of in the middle of something. I’m trying to figure out the terminal velocity of the shipment boxes.”


  “Well that’s dumb,” he said. “The boxes aren’t being dropped off of an airplane.”


  “No,” Juliet agreed, “but if they are allowed to float to the surface, there is a maximal speed they could travel.”


  “Hmm,” Derrick said, looking closer at the notes Juliet had written down. “You’ve got the buoyant force has to equal drag plus mass times gravity.” She hadn’t gotten any further than that. “Well, there’s your problem. I seriously doubt those shipment boxes are buoyant.”


  “I had that thought too, but I calculated the mass of the sea water they would displace.” Juliet flipped through her pages of notes and found one where she had done this particular calculation. “See, the boxes are so big, they displace two metric tons of water. Do you think they weigh more than that?”


  “I don’t know,” Derrick said. He took her pencil from her hand and started doing calculations on her paper. “The boxes are constructed out of steel and I wouldn’t be surprised if they were double or triple walled.” He wrote down a few more numbers before saying, “Each box probably weighs around one and a half metric tons.”


  “So they float,” Juliet said, flashing him a smile.


  “Or they could be made with half inch steel making each one weigh three tons and sink like a rock. We just don’t know. But, there’s a formula for terminal velocity,” he said flipping to the back of the book where all the formulas were listed. He jotted it down and plugged in all the values from their other calculations. “If we assume the shipment box weights one point five tons, then I get two point six meters per second as the terminal velocity.”


  Juliet did the conversion in her head. “That’s a little less than six miles per hour. That’s got to be a safe speed, right?”


  “I have no idea, so I guess we’ll just have to try and find out.” Derrick handed the pencil back before getting up and heading to the door. “I got to get back. Jim wanted to run some drills while we wait for our next game. Unless…” He raised his brows, letting Juliet know his invitation to fool around in his dorm was still open.


  “Go,” she said with a laugh. “Run your drills. Have fun playing soccer.”


  Juliet looked back down at her calculations. There were too many unknowns to figure out anything for sure. She’d done enough physics for the weekend. If she left now, she could catch Cass in the salon at the end of her shift. Shoving her notes into the physics book, she left the library.
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  Juliet enjoyed her relaxing Sunday of shopping and getting pampered at the salon. She joined Cass’s family for their big dinner together and had a good time with them as well. When Cass pointed out how overly nice her parents were being to Juliet, she just shrugged her shoulders in response. Yet again, Juliet didn’t feel like sharing personal details and didn’t elaborate on what was going on in her life. Cass, always willing to share, mentioned several times how she wished she could have spent some time with Jim.


  After her relaxing weekend, Juliet felt nice and recharged when Monday came. She had put off talking to Avery for a while now, and she planned on finding him during lunch. Derrick volunteered for the night shift for Monday night, really Tuesday morning, and she was meeting him at 2am again. She was excited to see if their experiment had worked.


  Her morning flew by and before she knew it, the other CEd students were leaving the study room for lunch. Juliet intentionally took her time putting away her books, putting her micro tab into her bag and checking that the study room door was closed behind her. She walked slowly down the hall towards the center feeling like a prisoner walking to the chopping block. Holding her breath, she peered into the center. She hoped Avery wasn’t there today but he was. He was sitting by himself eating a sandwich. He hadn’t seen her yet. She could still head to the cafeteria.


  She took a deep breath and walked toward Avery as confidently as she could muster. “Hello Avery.”


  “Juliet,” he said looking up to see her, his eyebrows raised in surprise. He set down his sandwich and napkin onto the table next to him, quickly brushed off his hands, then gestured to the cushion next to him on the sofa. “Please, sit.”


  She sat down next to him but was too stiff to relax. She couldn’t help but sit up straight and wring her hands in her lap. “Avery,” she began tentatively, unable to look him in the eye, “I need to tell you something.”


  “Me too,” Avery confessed. He put his hand on top of hers, but his touch felt foreign to her now instead of comforting. “I shouldn’t have told you everything. My history with Refuge happened over my lifetime, and it was too much to handle on top of getting the news that our resources will soon end. I’ve had twenty-five years to process what has happened and why I’m here. You’re young. I should have known it was too much for you.”


  Juliet pulled her hands away from his. “You think I’m weak?”


  “Of course not,” he answered. “You’re just sensitive, and that’s not a bad thing.”


  She realized that if she cried, she would just be confirming his point, but that was the first thing she wanted to do. Instead, she channeled her hurt into getting mad. She felt her face flush as she began to talk. “I live here, and Refuge is my whole life, so I strongly believe that lying to all the young people about our history was the wrong and weak thing to do. I’m glad I finally know the truth about this place, so you can stop apologizing for it. I’m also glad I know the end of Refuge is coming so I can face it fighting instead of avoiding it and pretending it won’t ever happen.” Her ears felt hot and her palms hurt, she was clenching her fists so hard, but she was glad she had finally said it.


  Avery responded, still completely calm. “The end for Refuge has always been coming. It was all just a matter of when.”


  “Is that really how you feel?” she asked, unable to hold back the tears any longer. “You’ve just been waiting for life to end?”


  “Maybe.” She looked him in the eyes, and his were still perfectly clear, while her tears dripped down to her chin before splashing onto her shirt. “I’ve tried not to make any attachments. I lost so much before coming here. I don’t want to lose anymore.”


  Juliet recalled Avery’s position against having children, the fact that he never settled down with a partner, and that he didn’t even apply for a job in command even though he was more than intelligent enough. “Then why did you pursue me if you didn’t want any attachments?”


  “You were so sad and so vulnerable, like a baby bird who lost her mother. I could see myself in you. I honestly didn’t think it would go as far as it did. I didn’t think you would reciprocate my affection, and then you did. You took my advice about switching to continued education and you made me feel like I matter.” Juliet felt insulted for being compared to a baby bird then awful about what she had done with Derrick after hearing how good she had made Avery feel about himself. “The timing couldn’t have been worse though with the end so soon.” Juliet thought she could almost see a tear come to his eye.


  “I’m not going to die,” she insisted. “I’m going to get out of here, and I’m going to find a way to save everyone living in Refuge. I’m going to get married and have babies and travel the world. I’m going to see the sun and the trees and the sky and the ocean,” Juliet hadn’t meant to let herself get so worked up. She started sobbing between each item in her list. “And snow in the winter… and birds other than chickens…”


  Avery wrapped his arms around her as she continued to cry. “I’m not going to die,” she whispered between sobs.


  After a minute, she had calmed down a little, pushed away from him, and quickly wiped the tears away from her eyes. “I can’t be with you, Avery,” she declared. “I can’t. I need hope in my life. I need someone who has hope… and I’ve started seeing someone else.” Juliet stood up, ready to leave and be done with this uncomfortable conversation.


  “Okay,” he said. He didn’t sound hurt or even surprised.


  “I gotta go,” she said as she turned and started walking away. She walked quickly out of the center and practically ran down the main hall. Instead of turning right towards command to return to the study room, she went left to the medical wing.


  Linda was sitting at the front window of the nurses’ station and saw Juliet coming, immediately standing up to greet her as she approached. “Oh Juliet, honey, what’s the matter?”


  “Avery and I broke up.”


  “Oh, sweetheart.” Linda went around the side of the counter and gave Juliet a tight hug. “I’m so sorry. Honestly, I’m glad you’re not dating him now, but I hate seeing you so broken up.” She grabbed a tissue off the counter and dabbed the tears off Juliet’s face. “I’ll send a note to your professor so you can take the afternoon off. You want to talk about it?”


  “Not yet,” Juliet replied. “It happened just now. I just need some time to myself.”


  “Okay, well, you let me know if you need anything.”


  “Thanks, Linda.” After a few more comforting words and hugs from Linda, Juliet returned to her dorm and decided to take a nap. If she was going to be out in the middle of the night, she could at least get a little bit of sleep beforehand.
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  She didn’t wake up until Cass had returned to their dorm after dinner. “What time is it?”


  Cass looked behind her at the clock. “Eight and a little. I was starting to wonder when you were going to get up. Derrick was all worried about you at dinner. He said you didn’t show up for afternoon class.”


  “Yeah, Avery and I broke up.”


  “What?” Cass asked, closing her micro tab and jumping onto her bed so she could sit facing Juliet. “What happened?”


  “He says he sees me as a delicate emotional person. He compared me to a baby bird.”


  “Well, that’s insulting. I can’t imagine Avery dissing you. He seems so formal and… polite.”


  “He had said something a week or two ago, like that there was no hope for the future, and then kept apologizing over and over about it. I just… I had enough. It’s over now.”


  “Want to go the pipe and drown your sorrows?” Cass asked. She reached between the bed and the wall and retrieved a glass bottle of amber colored liquid.


  “No, not tonight.” Juliet couldn’t think of a good excuse not to go without telling Cass about her plans.


  “I’ll get you to the pipe one of these days,” Cass said before pulling the top off her bottle and taking a swig. “I’m going to go over there by myself then. You know where to find me.” Cass took the bottle and her bag and left the dorm.


  Juliet figured it was too late to get any food, so she decided to stay in her dorm and read articles on her micro tab before going to bed and getting a little more sleep. She was ready to finish making plans for her escape.
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  Her micro tab beeped its soft alarm at 1:50. Juliet jumped out of bed. She was already wearing her casual scrubs, so there was nothing left for her to do but wait for Derrick. Cass was tucked in bed gently snoring away. Juliet pulled her hair into a ponytail and slipped outside the door. She leaned against the wall, gently tapping her fingers together, waiting for Derrick to show up.


  After a minute, Derrick came from down the hall. “I was worried you wouldn’t show up.” He turned and they walked together toward the main hall. “You went missing after morning class. What happened?”


  Juliet knew she could trust Derrick, but now wasn’t a good time to talk about it. She didn’t want to detract from their mission. “I had to deal with something. It’s done now.”


  “Okay,” he said, glancing at her face and taking in her set features. “We’re expecting one shipment box today and then two tomorrow.”


  “So if it worked, if the navy took the box with the weight,” Juliet began, thinking aloud, “then I can get all the supplies together and we can be out of here tomorrow night.”


  “Right!” Derrick agreed, walking quicker, waving his hands in excitement as he talked. “I’ve made up a list of supplies I think we’ll need. I’ll send half of it to you so we can both gather the supplies quickly. Vincent has the late shift tomorrow, but he asked me to cover for him so he can study for his dynamics exam.”


  “I have to admit,” Juliet said, almost at a jog now to keep up with Derrick’s fast pace, “I’m pretty relieved to finally get out of here, especially after recent events.” When they got to the pipe, Juliet realized Derrick didn’t have a flashlight this time. “Where’s the flashlight?” she asked.


  “Oh, I don’t usually bring one. I grabbed the flashlight last time so you could see everything. I didn’t think to bring it again.”


  “How will we get to the pressure lock?”


  “There is a handrail along the pipe,” he answered. Derrick went ahead navigating the gentle slope of the pipe while keeping up his fast pace. Juliet tried to keep up but fell further and further behind. Once he reached the end, Derrick opened the door, and the light from the vestibule was enough for Juliet to see where she was going and catch up to him without fear. He closed the door behind her then entered his code and thumbprint for the pressure lock. Juliet stepped back as the door hissed open.


  Inside, sat just one shipment box. That was good—if the navy took the weighted box and sent a new shipment, she should expect one box. If the original box was too heavy, it would be left behind and still be here along with the new shipment, which would mean two boxes. “One box,” she said. “This is good.”


  Derrick went inside and turned the latch to open the box. He lifted the lid and peered inside. “Dammit,” he yelled at the contents of the box. He held the lid open for Juliet to look inside too, and inside the box laid the pile of old batteries and flashlights.


  “What?” Juliet said, her voice high and shaky. “What about the new shipment? Why isn’t it down here?”


  Derrick started removing the items from the box and loading them onto the cart. “The navy might have intended on floating this box and filling it with the new supplies before sending it back. In that case, if it were too heavy to retrieve, we wouldn’t get new supplies. That’s why I am emptying it, so they can use it by tomorrow.”


  Juliet started kicking the box. “No!” she yelled. “No, no, no.” The thud of her shoe against the heavy metal side echoed against the cave walls of the pressure lock and her voice echoed even louder.


  Derrick grabbed her from behind and pulled her away from the shipment box. “Juliet,” he whispered into her ear. “Juliet, please stop. Calm down.” She stopped kicking, and instead started whimpering as her eyes oozed tears. She turned to face Derrick and let him embrace her. “We always knew this might not work. We’ll just have to figure something else out.”


  “I know. I knew it might not work,” Juliet said with her face pressed against his chest. “I just never thought that it would actually not work. What are we going to do?” She looked up at Derrick’s face. He was upset as well but only showed it with a slight frown on his unshaven face.


  “Right now, we need to empty the box.”


  Juliet helped him remove all of the old supplies from the box. He grabbed something from the floor and handed it to Juliet. “This is yours.”


  “What is it?” she asked examining the yellow plastic envelope in her hands.


  “Probably a message from your pen pal. I’m supposed to bring it to command still sealed, but all these yellow envelopes are for you, so let’s just skip the middle man.”


  Juliet tucked the envelope in her pocket before helping Derrick move the heavy supplies back to storage room B.


  Derrick offered to escort her back to her dorm, but Juliet insisted she would be fine going alone. She dropped herself into her desk chair and saw that Cass was still fast asleep, snoring into her pillow.


  She was too upset to go immediately to sleep, so she turned on her desk lamp and opened the yellow envelope, reading the letter inside.


  


  Dear Juliet,


  Holy fire consume me now! You are such a vixen! Your abundance of action more than makes up for my dry spell. Thank you. Thank you.


  Although I’ve made little headway in trying to solve our problem, I did find a man who is just as passionate about helping as I am. He’s actually tried quite a few avenues that I haven’t thought of myself. If you are able, I could really use a particular schedule from you, when the flies go into and out of the lily pad. Just that schedule would be a huge help.


  On my end, I went to a party with Grant. I may have overdone it and he did not. He’s pretty pissed at me. I must have done something that made him so mad, but I really don’t remember much from that night. I’m going to bake him a batch of kick-ass cookies. Men can’t stay mad with a belly full of warm gooey cookies, right?


  Stay sane girl. Help is on the way.


  Yours entirely, Lauren


  Juliet was too emotional about her own problems to really care about Lauren’s current boy trouble.


  She reread the beginning of the message which pertained to her current situation. Lauren asked about the schedule of flies in and out of the lily pad. Lily pad was their code word for subterranean shelter, and Juliet recalled Lauren had used the word flies for supplies. If Lauren needed the supply schedule, perhaps she was planning on sending something to Refuge as well. She would need something a little more precise than just the days of the week they expected the shipments. Juliet made a mental note to ask Derrick if he knew more details of the schedule. At least that was something tangible for her to do, and with that, she decided she should just lay down and try to sleep.
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  The next day went by agonizingly slowly. The missing shipment would have included mostly canned food items, so breakfast that morning was even blander than their normal bland fare. Cass wasn’t particularly gentle about Juliet’s broken heart when she announced to their friends over lunch that Juliet was now available again.


  When Juliet asked Derrick about the shipment schedule, he said he didn’t know any more details other than which days someone was needed for the night shift for the upcoming week. He wasn’t sure who would know but promised to look into it. Juliet took her first physics exam that afternoon, but her heart wasn’t in it, and she knew before Professor White even looked at it that her score wouldn’t be great.


  Vincent took the night shift that evening when Derrick didn’t offer to cover for him. Since they wouldn’t be escaping that night, Derrick opted to get some sleep instead.


  Juliet wasn’t sure how to get the shipment schedule or who would know it. She could ask Paul but didn’t like that idea considering he was probably not a fan of hers at the moment. She went ahead and sent a message to Lauren to let her know she was working on getting the schedule, but it might take some time.


  That night, Juliet had the dream again, where she was walking up the pipe towards the exit. But this time, there were people standing along the walls, telling her she wouldn’t get out. Paul told her she deserved this for breaking his friend’s heart. Avery kept repeating there was no hope, and she should just accept that. Even Lauren was there, just shrugging her shoulders claiming she did what she could. When the doors at the end opened and let the ocean in, Juliet didn’t turn and run. She just stood there and let the water engulf her. Then, she floated away, all of her naysayers washed away in the flood. Finally, she felt at peace.
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  Juliet recalled her teachers in general education telling her class that sleeping more hours than usual was a sign of depression and if any of them felt depressed, they should make an appointment at the medical wing. Maybe that was why Juliet felt so tired that morning. All of the awful things that had happened to her were draining the life out of her. Still, Juliet forced herself to get out of bed and get ready for class.
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  “Did you know that you talk in your sleep?” Cass asked Juliet at lunch. They must have gotten the missing shipment because the food today also included applesauce and limp green beans.


  “No,” she answered, trying to remember what she dreamt about last night.


  “Like, dirty talk?” Derrick asked, leaning in interested and raising an eyebrow at Cass.


  “Maybe…” Cass said, glancing at Juliet with a devious smile.


  “Ha!” Juliet laughed at the thought. “I wish my dreams were that interesting.”


  “I’m pretty sure dirty dreams mean you’re sexually repressed,” Jim added.


  “Is that why you yell in your sleep?” Derrick asked, turning to face Jim.


  “Definitely,” Jim responded confidently. They laughed and Derrick changed the subject to the soccer match from the previous weekend. Cass and Juliet got to hear about every play in each game with great detail by the time lunch was over.


  As Juliet walked down the main hall back to the study room, Derrick ran up to her, and grasped her elbow, “Juliet!” he said, his voice brimming with excitement.


  “Hey Derrick,” she said.


  Derrick lowered his voice so only Juliet could hear him as they walked along the hallway. “I talked to Vincent this morning, about the night shift last night.”


  “Yeah?” she said, catching Derrick’s enthusiasm.


  “He was up all night because he had to unload three boxes instead of just two.”


  “Okay,” Juliet wanted him to get to the point quickly since they were almost at command. Derrick stopped walking suddenly, so she stopped as well and waiting for him to continue.


  “There was a note in one of the boxes stating that there had been a delay in the one shipment due to weather conditions!”


  “Okay…” Juliet nodded her head up and down waiting for Derrick to keep going.


  “When we put in all that stuff to weigh down the box, the Navy never even tried to pick it up. Our test didn’t fail. We just need to try it again!”


  Juliet’s eyes widened in disbelief, finally catching Derrick’s excitement. “When? When is the next shipment?”


  “Thursday and Saturday nights. I’ve already volunteered for the night shift on both.”


  “Oh my gosh!” she gushed. She let out a little squeal as Thomas passed them going into the study room.


  “You two are going to be late,” Thomas said. Juliet jogged to catch up with Thomas and get to class with Derrick not far behind.
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  Yet again, Derrick was already waiting outside her dorm a few minutes before two. On Thursday they had loaded one of the two boxes with the same batteries and flashlights they had left in a large pile on the floor of storage room B. Now was the moment of truth; they would find out if the weighted box had been retrieved. Juliet spent a lot of the day trying to remind herself there was the possibility this wouldn’t work or that weather conditions might delay them again. She tried to remain cautiously optimistic when in reality she could barely contain her excitement.


  “You know it might not work,” Derrick reminded her.


  “I know,” she said. “It might not. Did you ever find more about the shipment schedules for my pen pal?”


  “I wish I did. The precise times of when the boxes actually arrive and leave are kept surprisingly secret.”


  “I wonder why that is,” she said.


  “The navy is probably afraid of some terrorist dropping a bomb in the pressure lock.” Avery would probably say getting bombed would be a good thing. Juliet shook her head trying to get him out of her thoughts.


  They reached the end of the pipe, and Derrick got the door for them and put in his code and thumbprint to open the pressure lock. After the loud hiss and opening of the door, they stepped into the pressure lock and Juliet’s heart dropped when she saw two boxes inside.


  “Weren’t we only expecting one box?” she asked.


  “Yes,” Derrick said, pushing his glasses up higher on his face. “The only requested item for this shipment was chicken feed.”


  “It didn’t work,” she said, walking back to lean against the wall. “It didn’t work.”


  “Well, let’s open them,” Derrick said as he approached one of the boxes. Juliet went to the other box and unlatched it. She peered inside and saw the bags of chicken feed piled high.


  “Holy shit!” Derrick exclaimed.


  “What?” she asked.


  “It’s the parts we requested over a month ago to replace the computer that caught fire. They finally sent them.”


  “Wait, so that isn’t the box we weighed down with flashlights?”


  “No, it has new stuff in it, come look!”


  “Really?” she asked with her eyes wide. She raced over to the box Derrick had opened to look inside. Sure enough, inside were cardboard boxes labeled with different part names. She looked up at Derrick. “It worked?”


  “It worked.” he confirmed.


  “It worked!” she said brightly, starting to jump up and down, her ponytail bouncing behind her. She grabbed Derrick into a big hug while exclaiming over and over, “It worked,” as he spun her around it a circle and gave her a big kiss.


  “We’re going to get out of here,” he promised.


  “When’s the next shipment?”


  “Monday night. But right now, we need to unload all of this stuff.”


  “Right,” Juliet said. She helped him unload the feed onto the cart and they brought it to the chicken coup storage closet, then returned and brought the boxes of computer parts to command. Once everything was done, Juliet told Derrick, “Let’s get all the supplies we need together tomorrow and we can hide it in my dorm.”


  “No,” he said, “your roommate is too nosy. I don’t trust her enough to leave anything in your room. Let’s hide any supplies in storage room B.”


  “Okay,” she conceded. “We’ll start after breakfast tomorrow.”


  “Sounds good,” he agreed.
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  Lauren forwarded the information about at least the days SS14 received shipments to Bob. She knew it wasn’t enough, but it was all Juliet had been able to come up with so far. Without going into too much detail, Juliet had come up with a plan and she wanted to see that through before chasing down more details on the schedule. Lauren had no idea what this plan entailed, but she hoped it would work because she still had no ideas.


  Even though she had never been interested in politics before, she found herself researching different candidates running for the Senate. At first, she was determined to get behind Senator Kane’s opponent, but after reading about the current state senator and his platform of ridiculous social conservatism, she realized Senator Kane was the better candidate. In fact, the only thing she could find against the man was the bill he backed which was cutting aid to SS14. Even the bill had clauses which provided employment, made strides toward positive environmental impacts, and built the much-needed infrastructure where roads had been damaged.


  Lauren couldn’t think of anything else that could be done to help. If she did get the pressure lock schedule from Juliet, she would still forward it to Bob, but other than that, she needed to accept that there was nothing more she could do to help. Whatever plan Juliet had come up with would have to work, because Lauren was confident nothing else could be done from outside SS14. She didn’t have the engineering knowledge to build a submarine, the money to pay someone to make one, or the political sway to make the federal government do it. She should take Bob’s failures as a lesson, and distance herself from SS14.


  She got together her suitcase and put it in the trunk of her dad’s car. Classes started up again tomorrow morning, so she needed to get back to her dorm. Since SS5U only offered a handful of classes, most students spent two years there before transferring to Boston University to finish out their degrees. One semester had been enough for Lauren. She planned on transferring to Boston U for spring semester. As soon as Grant started talking to her again, she would ask him to transfer with her, because in the end, she liked having him around.
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  Juliet went over the list again. Since the next shipment after Monday night would be the next day, she and Derrick determined they would need provisions for one day. Juliet decided to bump that up to two days, just in case. They would need some way to breathe and water to drink. Derrick pointed out that Refuge had heaters running most of the time, so they would want to dress warmly and add extra blankets. They debated whether or not to bring food or snacks, and decided a few dry snacks would be best. Juliet wanted a flashlight as well, and Derrick conceded since it wasn’t that much extra weight. She also threw in a couple of books to keep her time occupied. She thought they had a pretty good list of stuff.


  For air, Derrick found oxygen masks in storage room B amongst the first aid supplies. Not trusting the old oxygen tanks, they swapped them with a couple of new ones from the mechanical wing. They filled a few large jugs with water and gathered some crackers and cookies together for snacks. There wasn’t any real cold weather clothing in Refuge, so they decided to add extra scrub pants and sweaters. Juliet would bring her blanket from her bed, but she would wait until Monday night to take it off. She selected a few of her favorite books and added a couple for Derrick as well, even though he wasn’t much of a reader. Once they added the flashlights to the pile of provisions, it amounted to a surprisingly large collection of stuff.


  “You sure this is all going to fit in the shipment box?” she asked.


  “Well, if we don’t get in, maybe,” he said. “We can cut a few items if it gets cramped. We can toss the books and flashlight and even the food if we need to.”


  “How will we use the restroom?” she asked. Juliet was surprised she hadn’t thought of this important part yet.


  “Oh, I was just going to use one of the jugs once I finish drinking the water in it.”


  “That’s not going to work for me.”


  “No, it won’t. You could bring a bucket. Although, I don’t know it the boxes stay upright when they float back up, and if they don’t you’ll have quite a mess. A bucket with a lid?” Juliet thought about it and couldn’t really think of a better solution.


  “Ok,” she said. “Help me find a bucket.” After looking around the storage room, she found a bucket labeled for chemical waste that was on the smaller side and had a tight well-fitting lid.


  “I think we have everything,” Derrick declared.


  “I feel like we’re still missing something. That we forgot some important detail,” Juliet said, biting her lower lip.


  “Stuff comes down here all the time in these boxes in good condition. I don’t think we need to worry.”


  “It’s just if something goes wrong, that’s it. I’m worried.”


  Derrick gave her a hug trying to comfort her. “I’m willing to take this chance,” he said. “Either it fails miserably and I only shave a month off my life, or we succeed and get to live the rest of our lives on the surface.” Juliet didn’t want to point out the third option, that only one of them makes it.


  “Tomorrow is our last day on Refuge,” she whispered with her face still pressed against his chest.


  “You’re right,” he said. “Anything you want to do before you leave?” He lifted her chin with his hand so that he could look her in the eyes.


  “Is that some sort of booty request?” she asked, rewarding him with a smile.


  “Maybe. But, I am serious. We should say goodbyes and stuff tomorrow.”


  “No,” Juliet said. “No goodbyes. We shouldn’t let on that we’re leaving. And I want to see everyone again. I will find a way to save the rest of the people here.


  “If that’s what you have your mind set on doing, then I will help.”


  “Thank you. Now, go through the plan with me one more time.”


  “Sure,” he said. “We’ll meet at your bunk at two, unload the two boxes, and load up our supplies. We’ll have to be in our boxes, shut tight before five. At five, the pressure lock door automatically closes. Hopefully soon after that, we’ll be on the surface.”


  Juliet tucked her head back onto Derrick’s chest and whispered, “I hope this works.”
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  Juliet’s micro tab started beeping the morning alarm. Even though she had been awake for a while, Juliet had forced herself to stay in bed. Now that it was finally time to start the day, she jumped out of bed, flicked on the lights, and turned off her alarm. Cass started stirring and sat up to stretch her arms out.


  “I had the loveliest dream,” Cass announced.


  “What about?” Juliet asked. She went ahead and powered on her micro tab to check the current news.


  “I dreamt that it was movie night at the center, and Jim and I were the only ones who went, and we did awful, awful things to each other. Oh, it was so nice.” Cass fell back into her bed, letting out a sigh.


  “What movie was playing?”


  “Oh, that doesn’t matter.”


  “Really? You were reciting lines from The Wizard of Oz in your sleep.”


  “Juliet!” Cass squealed, throwing a pillow at her roommate’s head. Juliet caught it and threw it back, hitting the wall above Cass’s bed instead.


  “I was thinking maybe we could do dinner at your parents’ bunk tonight. What do you think?”


  “Ugh, why would I spend a perfectly good evening with them?” Cass asked. She climbed out of her bed and started searching for her shower kit.


  “Well, it’s not like you have amazing plans at the pipe on a Monday, and your mom is a fabulous cook.” After looking all through her closet and around her desk, Juliet pointed to under Cass’s bed, which was where the shower kit was hiding.


  “Thanks,” Cass said, plucking up the kit, undressing, and folding a towel around her. “I guess we can. I’ll shoot my mom a message. She’ll be thrilled.”


  “Great,” Juliet said.
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  Instead of heading to the study room for morning class, Juliet decided to visit the conservatory. She didn’t care about missing CEd, and she would show up in the afternoon and make up some kind of excuse for her absence. She wanted to see Wanda one more time before leaving Refuge, and she didn’t run into her too often since she switched to CEd. Jim saw her first when she walked into the brightly lit conservatory.


  “Jules!” he called. “I knew you’d eventually miss me enough to come back.”


  “I see you every day,” Juliet countered, still giving him a friendly hug. “I actually came to see Wanda. Is she here yet?”


  “Yeah, she’s in the supply shed.”


  “Look,” Juliet said, “I’ve probably already said this, but I am sorry things didn’t work out between us. I couldn’t figure out what I wanted, and I ended up not being fair to you.”


  “Water under the bridge,” Jim said.


  “What does that actually mean?” Juliet asked, “I mean, I know it means everything okay, but what’s the whole bridge thing about?”


  “I have no idea,” he said with a laugh. “My dad says it all the time, so I just picked it up from him.”


  “Okay, well I better let you get back to work,” she said, turning toward the supply shed.


  “Later Jules.” Jim returned to hand tilling the soil in the blue plot, making a point to flex his muscles for Juliet’s benefit. She went into the supply shed and saw Wanda setting up an array of test tubes for testing soil samples. Juliet lightly tapped her on the shoulder, and she spun around.


  “Hey Wanda!”


  “Juliet!” she said. She set down the tray of tubes and gave Juliet a hug. “It’s so nice to see you, missy.” She pulled back so she could see Juliet’s face. “I like the new ‘do. Really shows off your features.”


  Juliet tilted her head at an angle which sent her ponytail swinging from side to side. “Thank you.”


  “So what brings you around here?”


  “I just wanted to visit. I don’t run into you very often now, and I missed seeing you.”


  “Well, aren’t you just the sweetest thing,” Wanda gushed. “I’ve got to test the soil in the yellow plot. Do you think you could lend me a hand?”


  “Sure,” Juliet said. She grabbed a pair of gloves from the shed and walked with Wanda to the workbenches.


  Wanda said, “We’ve been having pH problems with the yellow plot. It almost ruined the most recent harvest of strawberries. They got pretty shriveled and sad instead of fat and juicy.”


  “Everyone likes fat and juicy,” Jim called from the field. Juliet giggled at that.


  “Have you tried using a buffered solution to correct the pH?” she asked. “Then the soil would stay close to your target pH without needing constant adjustment.”


  “Look at you,” Wanda exclaimed, “getting all kinds of knowledge in continued education. I’m so proud.”


  “Thanks,” Juliet said, smiling wide.


  “That is an excellent idea. However, for this instance, the best buffer would be a salt solution, and the plants are pretty sensitive to salt. Now, we could just water the plants more to counteract the extra salt and then, we’d get the big juicy fruit, but they wouldn’t taste like anything other than water. So, frequently monitoring soil samples is where it’s at.”


  “Looks like you could use a new protégé,” Juliet commented, adding drops of different indicators to different tubes.


  “No one will be able to replace you,” she said, giving Juliet’s hand a slight squeeze. Juliet remembered why she loved having Wanda as a mentor. She was always positive, encouraging, and practical. “I have my eye on one of the general education students who’s finishing soon. I’ll have help soon enough.” Wanda gave the whole tray a little shake to help mix the samples. She flipped open her micro tab and started taking notes on the color changes in some of the tubes.


  “You’re friends with Avery, right?” Juliet asked. She knew she shouldn’t ask about him, but her curiosity prevailed.


  “I am,” she answered slowly, glancing sideways at Juliet.


  “Is he mad at me?” Wanda pushed away the array of tubes and her micro tab and turned to give Juliet her undivided attention.


  “If you want to know how he’s feeling, you should ask Avery,” Wanda said gently.


  “I know.” Juliet looked down at her lap, embarrassed she brought him up. “He did something, and I got really upset, and I didn’t really handle it in a… mature way.”


  “First of all, Avery is a big boy. He can handle just about anything you throw at him. Secondly, there is nothing you can do to make him stop caring for you. Even if you killed his puppy, he would still adore you.”


  Juliet smiled at Wanda. “Thanks.”


  “Anytime.” Wanda resumed taking notes on her micro tab. Once finished, she returned the tray of tubes to the supply shed then came back to sit with Juliet. “You look like you’re doing so much better than when you came over for dinner a few weeks ago,” Wanda commented.


  “I am,” Juliet confessed. “I hit a pretty rough couple of days, but Derrick helped me pull through.”


  “He must have given you just the push you needed.”


  “Thank you for visiting with me,” Juliet said. “I’m going to head out to lunch.”


  “Anytime,” Wanda said, giving her a hug before they parted.


  Juliet decided she should find Avery and talk with him as well. She wasn’t sure what she’d say but figured something would come to her. She walked down the main hall toward the center and when she got there, sat down on one of the blue sofas and waited for him.


  When he came in, he made his way over to Juliet. “Juliet,” he said, “Are you here to see me?”


  “Yes,” she said. Avery didn’t sit next to her on the sofa but instead across in an armchair.


  “I didn’t bring an extra sandwich for you.”


  “That’s fine, I’ll get something to eat at the cafeteria before they close up.”


  They sat in silence for a moment before Avery asked, “Why are you here?” His tone was curious and not condescending. “Did you have something you wanted to say?”


  “Well, no,” she began. “Actually yes. I’m leaving Refuge. Tonight.”


  “Really?” He raised his brows, his blue eyes wide in question. “May I ask how?”


  “I don’t really want to go into the details…” her voice trailed off. She wasn’t sure why she felt compelled to tell Avery she was leaving when she planned on telling no one. In the end, he had told her the truth, so she decided to do the same. “I am going to hide in one of the shipment boxes.”


  As Avery’s face fell, she immediately regretted telling him. “Is there anything I can say to convince you not to go through with this plan?”


  “You don’t want me to get out?” she asked.


  “I do want you to get out. If I could choose just one person in Refuge to escape this place, it would be you.” After everything that had happened, Juliet was surprised Avery still cared for her.


  “I’m not changing my mind,” Juliet insisted.


  “Do you remember when your mom passed?”


  She wasn’t sure why he would bring this up. “I’ll never forget. She got sick soon after my father died.”


  “Yes, she was very sick,” Avery agreed. “But it wasn’t her body that got sick. It was her mind. She was very depressed.”


  “Most days, she couldn’t even get out of bed,” Juliet recalled.


  “She became fixated on getting out, on escaping her prison,” Avery continued. “She knew about the shipments and pleaded with me to let her into the pressure lock. I knew it was certain death, but she threatened to kill herself if I didn’t, and I began to think maybe there was a chance she could get out alive.” For the first time ever, Juliet saw Avery’s calm composure start to crack. He looked Juliet straight in the eyes, tears rolling down his face. “I would rather keep you here, even if you continue to not talk to me, and all of us deal with the end together than to know you succumbed to the same horrific fate as your mother.”


  Juliet didn’t know what to say. She grasped Avery’s hand, unable to look at his sad face any longer. It would be too easy to stay. If she asked Avery the exact circumstances of her mother’s death, she knew she would lose her nerve. She and Derrick had thought through all the details. They would survive.


  “I would rather meet a horrific end than die knowing I never even tried to get out,” Juliet said. She looked back at Avery’s face.


  He smiled warmly at her. “You’re much braver than me.”


  “My plan’s going to work,” Juliet insisted.


  “I hope it does.” She got up to go, but first approached Avery who also stood and wrapped his arms around her. He kissed her forehead, then lifted her chin and gave her a brief kiss on her lips. “Good luck,” he said before returning to his seat. Juliet walked away toward the cafeteria to get something to eat.
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  Between the end of CEd and their dinner with the Kaufman family, Juliet and Cass had time to change out of their work clothes in their dorm. Juliet wore the gray sweater she had practically stolen from Cass, which looked better without her lumpy uniform shirt under it. She liked how the V-neck helped show off her face and thought it would be a good pick to wear tonight as well.


  When they arrived, they were welcomed by the warm smells of Linda’s cooking. Scott greeted the two young women at the door and ushered them in.


  “What are you doing here?” Alex asked her sister.


  “Nice to see you too,” Cass snapped back.


  “I just wanted to have a nice evening with my favorite family,” Juliet said with a sincere smile.


  “Suck up,” Scott said.


  “Is it working?” Juliet asked.


  “Yes,” Scott said, pulling her in a headlock and mussing her ponytail.


  “God dad, leave my friend alone,” Cass said, rolling her eyes in unison with Alex.


  They all sat down at the kitchen table, which was extended to accommodate the two extra people. Linda made a stew with all kinds of vegetables and spices paired with cornbread and finished off with sugared fresh fruit, all of which Juliet thought tasted excellent. Alex complained about the overall healthiness of the meal, which Juliet and Cass gladly pointed out was much better tasting than anything she could eat at the cafeteria.


  Before she left, Linda pulled Juliet aside. “How is everything going, honey?”


  “Better,” Juliet admitted.


  “If you need anything, and I mean anything, even if it’s just someone to talk to, I’m here for you.”


  “Thanks Linda.”


  “Okay, I’ll stop doing the mom thing now. Give me a hug before you leave.” Juliet complied and gave Linda a tight squeeze before she left.


  By the time they left Linda and Scott’s bunk, it was already late. Cass still wanted to meet some people at the center, but Juliet headed to their dorm to get some sleep. She collected a few extra layers of clothing from the closet and folded them on top of her desk, ready to go. Last minute, she decided to take a shower and freshen up. Once clean, she put back on the gray sweater and some fresh scrub pants and climbed into bed. Juliet didn’t think she would be able to get any sleep as she stared at the ceiling above her bed. She must have slept because she didn’t remember Cass coming back in and her micro tab was beeping to let her know it was time to go.


  Juliet jumped out of bed and turned off the alarm. She decided to leave her micro tab behind. Once she had her blanket off the bed and folded up, she stacked her extra clothes on top and grabbed the bundle before slipping out the door.


  Instead of Derrick standing outside of her door waiting for her, she was confronted with an officer from command. “Miss Morse,” he said. “Where do you think you’re going?”
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  Juliet figured she had two options. She could either go willingly with the officer, Officer Monroe, or she could try to run. But where would she run? There was nowhere to hide.


  “Miss Morse,” he repeated, “you need to come with me.” He grabbed her arm and started leading her down the hall.


  “Where are we going?” Juliet asked, her voice high with anxiety. She didn’t have time to go with Officer Monroe. She needed to get to the pipe with Derrick so they could hide in the shipment boxes and get out of Refuge.


  “Insomnia is very serious,” he said. “I’m taking you to the medical wing and we’ll get you something to help you sleep.”


  “Oh, I don’t have insomnia,” she said quickly. “I was just confused. I thought it was morning already, but it’s not. I’ll just return to my dorm and go back to sleep.” When she tried to pull away from Monroe, his grip on her arm tightened painfully.


  “You’re coming with me, Miss Morse. I would hate to have you detained for resisting an officer.” She couldn’t get away and stumbled along with Monroe’s fast past to the medical wing.


  They went straight inside, passing the empty nurses station. Dr. Howe was standing there in his white lab coat waiting for her.


  “Put her to sleep,” Monroe said. Before she could react, Dr. Howe pulled out his hand from behind his back and injected something into her arm. Her legs felt weak, and she sank to the floor. Unable to remain awake, she closed her eyes and succumbed to sleep.
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  When she woke up, her wrist was handcuffed to the arm of the medical gurney. Her head was throbbing. The bright lights throughout the medical wing meant it was now daytime. She had missed it; she had missed her chance to get out. She needed to go.


  Pulling at her handcuffs, they made a loud clanking sound as they scraped against the metal arm of her bed. The noise got the attention of the nurses and Linda came over.


  “How’re you feeling honey?” she asked.


  “I need to go,” Juliet said, frantically pulling at her restrained hand. “I missed it. I was going to get out. I need to get out.”


  “Juliet, sweetheart,” Linda said, smoothing down Juliet’s hair with her hand. “You’re here on a psych hold. Dr. Howe was worried about how you were acting last night, so he ordered a three-day observation to give you a chance to feel better.”


  “I’m not crazy!” Juliet yelped. “I don’t need to be here. I’m fine. I’m fine.” She looked around. No one else was in the main area of the medical wing. Normally, curtains could be drawn to create private areas for each patient, but Juliet’s curtains were pulled back. She was on full display for anyone passing by. “I need to go.” There was no one else around who could offer help. “I need to go.”


  “Calm down,” Linda said, stroking Juliet’s hair again. “Honey, if you don’t calm down, Dr. Howe will need to give you another sedative.”


  Although Juliet didn’t want to calm down, she knew that she definitely wouldn’t be able to escape if she was sedated.


  “There, there,” Linda said. “Everything’s going to be okay.” Linda pulled a small syringe from her pocket and injected the contents into Juliet’s IV before walking away.


  “No it’s not,” Juliet whispered. But she stayed still and stopped fighting against her restraint.


  Her mind was reeling, trying to figure out what she should do to get out of the medical wing and attempt her escape from Refuge again. Even though she couldn’t calm her mind down, she still drifted off to sleep.
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  Juliet woke up in a dorm room. The room was almost empty with only one desk, one bed, and one wardrobe. Where the other bed should have been was a toilet and a sink. She had never been in this room before.


  Her handcuffs were gone, so she got up off the bed and looked around. The door was locked and wouldn’t open. Inside the wardrobe, she found a few sets of scrubs and some folded linens. Juliet was still wearing a hospital gown, so she changed into a pair of scrubs. The mattress in the room was bare. She put the sheets from the wardrobe on the bed. Once she had it nicely made, she sat down. There was nothing else to do. Her micro tab wasn’t on the desk. There weren’t any books or anything in here to entertain her.


  A few shrill beeps came from just outside the door before it opened revealing Captain Clark. He stepped in and closed the door behind him.


  Juliet stood up quickly. “Where am I?” she asked.


  “You’re in a detention cell,” Clark answered. He pointed to a camera in the corner of the room at the ceiling. “No funny business in here. We’re watching.”


  “Why?” Juliet asked, her eyes wide. She had heard a few dorms were converted to detention cells, but they were reserved for people who were so disruptive, they couldn’t exist with the regular population.


  “Why do you think you’re here?” Clark asked.


  “I left my dorm after curfew?”


  Clark chuckled. “No, breaking curfew doesn’t warrant a psych hold or detention.”


  “Is this because,” Juliet paused, trying to make her mouth form the words, “because I was heading to the pipe?” She didn’t want to admit she was planning to escape.


  “You know, I read the letter from your friend, Lauren Young. I’m guessing that you somehow got a hold of it.”


  “So what if I did?” she spat back.


  Clark chuckled again. Juliet didn’t know why he found this all so amusing. “It was brought to my attention that you were going to try to leave Refuge.”


  Juliet tried hard to swallow. Her throat and mouth suddenly felt dry.


  Clark continued when she didn’t say anything. “Since you apparently got a hold of your friend’s letter, I knew you might plan to do something… drastic.”


  “Of course I was,” she shouted. “There’s only a couple weeks before the shipments to Refuge stop. I’m not going to stay here and wait for the food to run out and starve to death.”


  “Oh, we have enough food,” he said. “We’ll run out of oxygen first, so you would die of hypoxia.”


  She couldn’t hide the horror on her face. “Don’t worry,” Clark continued. “There’s an effective sleeping gas which can be distributed through the ventilation system. When we get close to the end, I’ll use it. Everyone will fall asleep and pass away peacefully instead of gasping for breath.”


  “But I can get out,” Juliet said.


  “By hiding in a shipment box?” he asked. “No. It’s been tried before, and she didn’t make it. The navy had to decommission the box she used, and we were short on supplies while they constructed a new one. No, I’m not letting you interrupt the few shipments we have left.”


  “Was that my mom?” she asked in a small voice.


  “It doesn’t matter,” Clark said. “No one has made it out of Refuge alive. I’m not trying to be the bad guy, but it simply can’t be done. I wish I could help you, but I have to consider the wellbeing of everyone in Refuge.” He turned and walked to the door. A few shrill beeps came again from outside and the door opened. Clark stepped out and closed the door behind him.
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  Juliet couldn’t be sure how much time had passed. The lights in her cell remained the same level, not dimming and brightening like the other lights around Refuge to signal the change from day to night.


  Food was periodically passed under her door, but not regularly enough for her to use meal deliveries to determine the passage of each day. The food tray always contained just a protein porridge. No fruit or vegetables from the conservatory and no eggs or meat from the coop.


  With her fingernail, she was able to scrape away at the green paint where it was perpetually moist behind the toilet. She tried to mark the days she had been here, counting two meals and a long sleep as a day. It wasn’t exact but it was something. By her estimation, she had been there about a week. If she spent the full three days of her psych hold sedated in the medical wing like she suspected, that only left a few more days before there’d be no more shipments. Soon, she wouldn’t have a chance to get out at all.


  All she could do was hope for something to happen: something drastic like a miracle.


  She sat on her bed trying to calculate integrals in her head. It was the only thing she could think of doing that would pass the time and didn’t make her feel like she was going to go crazy.


  A red light next to the camera started flashing. After a while, it was accompanied by a shrill ringing. Juliet could barely hear the recorded voice coming from a distance, “Warning. Warning. Everyone please proceed to the closest safety destination. Warning. Warning.”


  The alarm. She needed to get out of her cell and to a safety destination. She didn’t even think about the fact that staying safe from any potential disaster would only prolong her life by a few days. What mattered was that she had the will to live, and she wasn’t ready to die right now in a fire.


  She ran to the door and banged on it. “Open up,” she shouted. “Open the door. Let me out! I need to go to a safe destination. Let me out!”


  Footsteps echoed outside her door, running down the hall. “Stay here and guard her,” someone said.


  “Yes sir,” came another voice. From the occasional static and garbled voices of the radio, she could tell an officer continued standing guard outside her door. Perhaps if someone had to stay there, this was just a drill.


  But if this were just a drill, it would be over by now. Juliet resumed pounding on her door. “Let me out,” she pleaded.


  She could hear a staticky voice come through the radio. “Confirmed fire has spread. It’s reached the Captain’s office and is moving toward the boutiques. Over.”


  There was a fire. She yelled again through the door, pleading for her release. “There’s a fire!” she yelled. “It’s coming this way. Don’t you want to live? Do you want to be responsible for my death? Please, let me out.” She crumpled into a ball at the door. She wanted to cry hysterically for her life, but instead tried to save her energy for any chance to get out. They couldn’t let her die in here. Eventually, they would have to let her out.


  The shrill alarm kept screeching and the red light continued to flash. She heard the prerecorded message play again. “Let me out,” she pleaded once more.


  There were footsteps coming from a distance, running toward her. They stopped right in front of her door.


  “The fire is out of control, we need you over there.” Was that Derrick? She scrambled to her feet and pressed her ear against the door.


  “I’ve been instructed by Captain Clark to stay here.”


  “He sent me here himself to get you. We might not be able to put this fire out. He needs everyone.” It was definitely Derrick.


  “What about her?”


  “Leave her. Come on.”


  “Wait,” she yelled. “Don’t leave me here.” It was too late; their footsteps were too far away.


  Juliet continued leaning against the door, trying to hear anything else, but the hall had gone quiet. She slid down the door and sat on the floor. She wished she had never gotten the message from Lauren, the one confirming Refuge would end. If she hadn’t known their supplies were running out, she wouldn’t have tried to get out and gotten herself locked up in the process. She could have ignorantly succumbed to Captain Clark’s toxic gas pumped through the vents. Perhaps he would use it now before everyone burned to death.


  There was a noise. Was someone coming to check on her? As footsteps approached, she stood and pressed against the door. “Hello?” she called out. “Please, help me.”


  The steps stopped followed by a few beeps and the clank of the door unlocking.


  “Come on,” Derrick said, grabbing her hand. “We need to hurry.”


  “What’s going on?” she asked.


  “There’s no time,” he said. “I’ll explain later.” They ran down the hall a short distance and came up to the main hall. “Wait here,” he whispered. He crept forward, looking up and down the hall.


  “Let’s go. It’s clear ahead,” he said. He walked quickly, making sure his footfalls didn’t make too much noise. Juliet followed suit, doing her best to keep up and stay hidden. Once they passed command on the left, Derrick broke out into a full run. Juliet ran faster than she had ever run before, her body fueled by an excess of adrenaline.


  They passed the pipe and went straight to storage room B. There on the floor where they left it was the pile of supplies they had collected for their journey to the surface in the shipment box.


  “Help me load all this onto the cart,” Derrick said.


  “What’s going on?” Juliet asked as she lifted a heavy oxygen tank.


  “It was all Paul’s idea,” Derrick said as he haphazardly threw loose items into the cart.


  “What was?” she asked.


  “The fire. He started it.” Derrick began pushing the cart and Juliet dashed ahead of him to hold the door to the storage room open. “We need to get to the pressure lock.”


  “But the pipe,” Juliet said. “It’s a safety destination. There will be a bunch of people there.”


  “The pipe is probably the least safe place in an emergency,” he said as he strained against the weight of the cart. “If the pressure lock fails, it’s the first place to go.”


  He was right. As they turned to go down the pipe, it was completely empty. Juliet helped him push the cart up the slope.


  She couldn’t hold off any longer; she had to know what was going on. “Why did Paul start a fire?”


  “To make a distraction, give us a chance to get out.”


  “How did he know?” She paused to catch her breath, and Derrick stopped, breathing heavily as they took a short break.


  “He knew about the letter from your pen pal and that Avery reported you and got you put on a psych hold. Paul put it all together and figured out you had a plan to escape.”


  “What?” she asked. She grabbed her knees and tucked her head down feeling light headed. “Avery reported me? He got me locked up?”


  “Great friend, isn’t he?” Derrick said. “I guess Paul was reading your messages to your pen pal and knew we were working together, so he came to me and offered to help.” He looked at his watch. “We don’t have much time. We’ve got to hurry.”


  Juliet helped him push the cart the rest of the way up the pipe and into the vestibule at the end.


  “You should have seen the fire,” Derrick said as he put in his passcode and his thumbprint to open the pressure lock. “I wouldn’t be surprised if this whole place burns down.”


  She was glad she didn’t have to see the fire and would just take Derrick’s word for it. “Why didn’t you get me out sooner?” she asked. He stopped unloading the shipment box and looked at Juliet.


  “I wish I could have, but Captain Clark ordered for a twenty-four-hour detail on your detention cell. Command was watching you closely. That, and I didn’t have the code to open the door. Paul gave it to me right before he set the study room on fire.”


  Derrick was interrupted by the hiss of the pressure lock door closing. It was five a.m.


  “Shit,” he exclaimed. “We don’t have any time left. Come on, let’s go.”


  Juliet removed the last few items from the second box and grabbed an armful of supplies, dumping them in.


  “You know how the oxygen mask works, right?” he asked. “You have to turn it on as soon as the box is sealed.”


  “Okay,” she said. “And you’re sure the box will seal when closing it from inside?”


  “Yes, if I drop it, the weight of the lid seals itself. I’ll help you seal yours before I get inside mine.” Derrick helped her climb into her box. He carefully closed the lid and with a click it was latched. She heard his footsteps as he ran to his box, and the loud click of his lid as he dropped it into place. Now all she had to do was wait.
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  It was quiet except for the low hiss of the oxygen tank. Juliet thought about turning on her flashlight and using it to read a book but decided against it. She might need the flashlight later and right now she should just try to sleep. She couldn’t find a comfortable position in the tight quarters, and tried leaning against the jugs of water. When she curled up into a tight fetal position, she was able to rest her head on the floor. The images of her narrow escape kept flashing through her head. She hoped they had been able to put out the fire. She finally fell asleep curled up in a tight little ball.


  She woke up a few times throughout the night, her body cramping from the uncomfortable contortions she was trying to sleep in. After a while, she stopped trying to get sleep and just sat up and waited. She did a few stretches attempting to loosen up her tight muscles, then opened the box of crackers and ate a few. Feeling a little thirsty, she took a few sips of water but didn’t want to drink too much, afraid of having to actually use the bucket to relieve herself.


  It felt like she had been in the shipment box forever. She ended up using the bucket twice. Even though it looked like they packed so much food, her box of crackers and bag of cookies didn’t last past a few hours. When her food was all gone, she decided to read for a little while and clicked on the flashlight. Her eyes were so adjusted to the pitch dark that the sudden illumination startled her and she dropped the flashlight which made a loud clang against the bottom of the box. She was too anxious to read and ended up reading the same page over and over again before giving up and turning the flashlight back off.


  She dozed off briefly and was suddenly awoken by an awful sound. She heard a mechanical grinding followed by rushing water. The sound of water sloshing around the shipment box was unnerving, and Juliet noticed she had started trembling. She tried to take deep steady breaths to help calm down. Another half hour and something metallic banged against the top of the box, making her yell in surprise. It scraped, sliding across the top, then a minute later it clanged again. This time, it scraped for just a second before clicking and clanging down. A moment later and she began to ascend.


  It was hard to tell how quickly she was going, but the shipment box bobbled from side to side, throwing her and the stuff she brought around the bottom of the box. A terrifying hiss which was followed by the sound of bubbles worried Juliet. Did the shipment box have a leak? She lost grip of her flashlight, and it came hurtling into her elbow. She cried out in pain but was able to grab onto it and keep hold of it. Only a few minutes later, the ascending stopped and the box dropped onto a hard surface. Juliet fell against the bottom of the box and her ears hurt from the loud crack from the drop.


  She was out. She finally made it out of Refuge. She continued waiting, wondering how long before someone would find her.


  She waited and waited. Surely it wouldn’t be long now. The navy needed to empty these boxes to put in new supplies, assuming this wasn’t the last shipment and they were just retrieving the boxes. Juliet’s head started to hurt, and she was getting dizzy. They would be doing another shipment, right? If they weren’t planning on opening the boxes and refilling them, they would have just left them in Refuge. Her head really hurt, and her right shoulder. They’d still eventually open the boxes if there wasn’t another shipment. Maybe they would need to clean the interior before putting the boxes in storage. She felt something crawling on her lower leg and slapped it with her hand. Both of her shoulders hurt now. Her knees hurt too. If it did take a long time before the navy opened the shipment boxes, would she have even been able to bring enough oxygen to last that long? She was so dizzy that she couldn’t keep herself upright, instead, she curled back into the fetal position on the floor. Why did she feel so terrible? It felt like there were bugs crawling all over her skin. Her blanket must have bed bugs. She tried to scratch at her skin, but moving her arms made her shoulder and elbows excruciatingly painful. Her oxygen must be out. She tried to breathe deeply and couldn’t. In a panic, she turned on the flashlight to check the level of her oxygen tank. It still had plenty of oxygen in it. She tried to regulate her breathing, but everything hurt and she had no idea why.


  When would she get out of the box? Is this how her mother died? That was her last thought.
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  Officer Jones walked briskly toward the back of the ship. The night was peacefully quiet. The stars and moon shone brightly onto the smooth gray deck with not a single cloud in the sky to obscure their light. The freezing breeze chilled Jones to the bone. He had grown up in the humid summers of Alabama, and even though he had been in the United States Navy for twenty-three years and stationed all over both coasts, he still couldn’t get used to winter. Despite the fact that he was wearing his working uniform and coat, he still felt the cold.


  He met Officer Stokes at the wet well of the USS Wasp, where the pair of them would send down the line which had a camera attached so they could guide it precisely to the boxes. They had a four-hour window to retrieve the empty boxes, fill them, and carefully send them back down before the pressure lock would close and they’d have to wait for the following day. The duty of loading and unloading shipping boxes should fall to a lower pay grade, but the contents of these boxes and the schedule they were on were classified. Therefore, the menial task of hoisting them in and out of the ocean was given to Officers Jones and Stokes since they had the appropriate clearance. The existence of this operation could have been completely hidden from the public if it didn’t show up on the federal budget each year.


  “Lovely evening Jones,” Stokes said.


  “Fuck you. My balls are going to freeze off.” Stokes laughed at Jones’s misery. The two were a perfect pair of short, balding, and grumpy middle-aged men, Jones just had a darker complexion than Stokes. “Let’s get this started.”


  Stokes watched the monitor as Jones guided the cable down. Jones hated this part because it took the longest. Once they got it latched onto the shipment box, they turned on the automated winch, which roared to life as it pulled up the box. Stokes then guided the box over the deck and let it drop down. It gave a tremendous thud as it landed.


  “I swear these damn things get heavier and heavier every time,” Stokes said. They went through the process again and retrieved the second box, dropping it next to the first.


  “You got the supplies?” Jones asked.


  “No, I thought you got them,” Stokes said.


  “Damn it, Stokes. Do I need to do everything?”


  “No, no, Jones, I got it. You watch the boxes there and I’ll go grab the stuff. Try to stay warm while I’m gone.” Stokes walked off. Jones tried pacing around the area to keep warm, and when that didn’t work he tried jumping jacks. What he really needed was a drink, but the only one below decks that could warm him up was hot coffee, and this late the caffeine alone would keep him up all night. Stokes was taking his sweet time getting the supplies, and Jones intended to give him an earful for it.


  Stokes returned with the rolling cart, which resembled an oversized child’s wagon, loaded up with the supplies. “About time,” Jones barked. Jones went to the second box and turned the latch to unlock it. The metal sides of the box made a thunk noise as it adjusted to the pressure difference. Jones tossed the lid open and was ready to grab the first box of supplies to load in when something caught his eye. The inside of the box looked wet. He leaned over the side to look in. “Holy shit, Stokes!” he yelled. “It’s a dead body!” Stokes ran over to look inside. On the bottom of the box was the curled up figure of a young woman lying on a blanket, both covered in blood.


  “Are you sure she’s dead?” Stokes asked.


  “No, but that’s an awful lot of blood.”


  “Quick, let’s check the other one,” Stokes said. As Stokes opened the other box, Jones called on his radio for medical help. “There’s someone in here as well, young man, looks like he’s breathing.” Jones called on his radio again to update his request for help.


  Within minutes a few enlists hurried over with gurneys and medical kits. They pulled the two young people out of the boxes and checked their vitals. “The woman is alive,” one of them announced. There was a flurry of activity as they got both stowaways secured onto the gurneys and rushed over to the flight deck. A few minutes later and a forklift delivered one of the helicopters to the flight deck and a pilot rushed into the helicopter while the EMTs loaded the two young people before flying away.


  As the droning sound and flashing lights from the medical helicopter faded, Jones looked over the deck where the shipment boxes still sat with the waiting cart of supplies. Streaks of blood formed an arc around the box that had held the woman.


  “Now what do we do?” Stokes asked.


  “We should probably clean up the blood from the inside of the box.”


  “This is so below my pay grade,” Stokes complained.


  “I’ll go get the mop and bucket. You wait here and freeze your balls off this time.”
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  Lauren was surprised she was getting a call from Grant. Even though cell service didn’t work when underground at school, the dorms all had old fashion land line phones. She thought he was still angry at her about whatever had happened at the pink house party.


  “Hi Grant,” she said.


  “Hey Lauren. Are you watching the TV?” he asked.


  “No.”


  “Turn it onto channel four.”


  Lauren turned on her TV and changed the channel. On the news, an attractive anchorman was talking over stock video above the ocean, and still images of medical helicopters and the exterior of a Hospital. The anchorman was reading the current story: “The two individuals were found in the Atlantic several miles off the coast of Virginia. Both were in critical condition and were sent via air ambulance to Sentara Heart Hospital. Although the identity of the two individuals in unknown, we are told that it is a man and women both in their late teens to early twenties.”


  “Holy shit,” Lauren exclaimed. “Do you think that’s Juliet?”


  “Why do you think I called?” Grant said.


  “What should we do?”


  “Well, I checked and Sentara Heart Hospital is in Norfolk, Virginia, and the next bus from Boston to Norfolk is tomorrow at 10:15.”


  “Let’s do it, let’s go there and meet Juliet.” Lauren jumped up and down in excitement.


  “I’ll go ahead and buy the tickets. Meet me at my dorm tomorrow at eight, and we can head out together.”


  “Great. Oh, I should email Bob!”


  “You do that.” Lauren hung up her phone and did a happy dance before pulling back out her duffel bag to pack for their road trip.
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  The first thing Juliet saw after her eyes adjusted to the bright light were the metal rods above her. At first, she thought the rods were floating, and then she realized they were holding up a translucent barrier that completely surrounded her. Her head hurt, she had a sharp pain coming from her right shoulder, and her whole body felt sore. There were wires attached to her skin all over, tubes coming from her face and arm, and a faint beeping sound. The last thing she could remember was the alarm in her detainment cell. The beeping sound in the background quickened. There had been a fire. Derrick let her out of the cell. She must be out of Refuge! The beeping got even faster. But if she was out, where exactly was she? She was in a glass tube contained in a small windowless room. She must be in some sort of horrible experiment. The beeping was racing now.


  A woman wearing a white coat with dark skin and shiny hair came into the room. She pressed a button on a monitor and the rapid beeping stopped. “You’re awake,” she said. “You gave us quite a scare, love. My name is Dr. Khan. Do you know your name?”


  She tried to nod her head but was greeted with radiating pain. Her throat was so dry that she couldn’t speak. She tried to wet her lips, but her mouth and tongue were too dry. Her voice came out as more of a cough. “Juliet,” she said.


  “Juliet, you’re in a hospital. You have what is called decompression sickness, or more simply the bends. Your body went through a quick pressure change, and the pressure drop caused nitrogen to form bubbles in your tissue. It causes skin irritation, joint pain, headaches, and other neurological symptoms. When you were found, you were unconscious and had lost a lot of blood from a gash on your shoulder. Honestly, you should be dead. We’ve got you in this hyperbaric chamber to get your body slowly acclimated to the pressure here at sea level. Other than a few stitches on your right shoulder, some scrapes, and bruises, you’re perfectly healthy and should make a quick recovery.”


  Juliet tried to talk again. “Derrick?”


  “The young man we found with you? He’s still in critical condition. He’s getting the same treatment as you are.”


  “Sun,” she whispered.


  “I’m sorry, love, what was that?” Dr. Khan asked.


  She swallowed hard and tried to get the phrase out. “I want to see the sun.”


  “There will be plenty of time for that,” she said, laying a hand on the wall of the chamber. “For now, try to get some rest.”
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  When Juliet awoke again, she thought she was still in Refuge. A young man in scrubs was adjusting dials and making notes on a clipboard after examining the monitors in the room. When she didn’t recognize the short man with a shaved head, she remembered again she had escaped.


  He glanced at Juliet and noticed that her eyes were open. “She’s awake,” he said. “You are really brave and really, really stupid. But I guess anyone who lived their entire life in an underwater shelter would do something really really stupid to get out. I was once trapped in an elevator when the power went out. Talk about claustrophobic. I wouldn’t be able to handle it, living in a shelter. I bet there’s no Pinkberry down there. God, I love me some Pinkberry.” He continued on in his drivel about what he would do if he lived in a subterranean shelter, but Juliet closed her eyes and did her best to block him out.
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  “Now that we’re stuck in a bus for…” Lauren checked the expected arrival time stamped on her ticket, “ten hours, will you tell me why you’re mad at me?”


  “Can we just drop it and move on?” Grant asked.


  “No, because you didn’t talk to me because of it for half a week.”


  “Fine.” Grant sighed. “You offered me sexual favors for a ride home.”


  “And that’s a bad thing?” Lauren asked, confused.


  “I had already agreed to drive you home. I didn’t need a blow job to do something I already promised to do.”


  “You should have taken the offer,” Lauren said, turning to face the front of the bus as they pulled out of the station. “Even if I was drunk, you probably still would have enjoyed it.”


  “That’s not the point,” he said.


  “Wait,” she said, turning again so she could face him. “Are you gay?”


  “No, I’m not gay,” he said a little too loudly, gaining the attention of some of the other travelers on the bus. “Sorry,” he continued in a normal voice. “I’m not gay.”


  “Then what’s the big deal?” Lauren asked.


  “The big deal is that you don’t get it,” Grant said. “People shouldn’t exchange sexual favors for stuff, they should do it because they both want to. If I would have accepted a blow job from you in your drunken state, you would have been doing it because you thought that’s what you needed to do to get a safe ride home, not because you wanted to be with me. I respect you too much to do that to you.”


  “Well, shit,” she said. “Now I feel like a real crappy person.”


  “That’s why I didn’t want to talk about it.” They both sat facing the front for a while, before Grant realized he needed to add, “And you’re not a crappy person.”


  “Are we good?” she asked.


  “Yeah, we’re good.” Grant paused before asking, “So, where are we staying tonight?”


  “I found a cheap hotel near the hospital. Bob is going to meet us there. Have you heard anything else from the news?”


  “Just that they are in stable condition and are expected to be released from the hospital soon.”


  “Good,” Lauren said.


  Grant pulled out an audio player and a set of ear bud headphones from his backpack. “I brought a few audio books with me. I was going to start with Lord of the Flies. You want to listen with me?” He held out an ear bud to her.


  “Sure,” she said, placing the small device in her ear. They sat on the bus and listened to Lord of the Flies for the next few hours.
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  The next time Juliet woke up, she was glad to find herself on a normal bed instead of inside the hyperbaric chamber. She couldn’t tell if this was a different room or not, but at least the beeping sound was gone. Even though she still felt a little groggy, her headache was almost completely gone now. She sat up in bed and saw a table next to her with a tray of food on it. She pulled the tray towards her and started picking at the food. It was the same quality of food that was served at the cafeteria in Refuge, but it had been so long since she had eaten a full meal, Juliet was able to finish everything on her tray.


  A new person in scrubs came into her room and checked her chart before greeting her. “Good afternoon Miss Juliet. Oh good, you found your dinner. I’m Nurse Karen. I’ll be here for the night shift. Dr. Kahn wanted you to stay overnight again just for observation, and then we should be able to discharge you tomorrow morning. Do call whoever is going to give you a ride home from the hospital to let them know.”


  “Where should I go?” Juliet asked.


  Karen flipped through the chart before responding. “Oh, you’re the girl they found in the ocean! You’re famous now. You’ve been all over the news. I’m sure someone will help you out.” Karen put the chart back on the end of Juliet’s bed before turning and leaving.


  Juliet didn’t like the idea of being famous. She was used to living in a small community and everyone knowing her business, and being famous meant everyone would know all about her, even if she didn’t know a thing about them. The idea of being just one in the crowd and totally anonymous was pretty appealing. The nurse hadn’t recognized her by sight, so Juliet hoped if she didn’t talk about it, people wouldn’t know she was the one who escaped from Refuge.


  As far as her future and leaving the hospital tomorrow, she wasn’t sure what to do. She wondered what happened to her books. Looking down, she wasn’t even wearing her own clothes, but a sort of sheet that was tied around her with a few laces. There was a black box mounted at the corner of the room, but she didn’t know what it was for. She saw the door to the bathroom, and got up to use it, then sat back down in bed.


  There was a sharp knock on the door before Karen came back in. “Do you feel up to a visitor?” she asked.


  “Sure,” Juliet said. Karen opened the door wide before leaving, and a moment later Derrick came in. “Derrick!” Juliet exclaimed. In the time it took her to stand up, he bound across the room. He grabbed his arms around her and swung her in a circle before setting her back down. Her shoulder hurt, but she was so excited to see him, she easily ignored the pain.


  “We did it,” he said.


  “We did it,” she agreed.


  “I was supposed to be discharged this morning, but convinced the doctor to let me stay until you were able to leave as well.” He grabbed her hand and gave it a squeeze as he smiled at her. His glasses had tape holding one of the sides on, and Juliet guessed they must have broken when they were in the shipping boxes. Derrick was wearing his scrubs instead of the odd sheet thing Juliet had on.


  “How did you get your clothes back?” she asked.


  “They were brought to my room,” he said.


  “When do you think they will bring mine?”


  Derrick squeezed her hand again and gave a frown. “All the items in your shipment box were discarded. They were all covered in blood.”


  “What?”


  “You got banged up pretty bad,” he said, placing his fingertips gently on the bandage covering the stitches on her shoulder. Tears came to his eyes. “Juliet, we should have died.” Juliet’s eyes widened. She felt okay now. Derrick wrapped his arms around her again and kissed her forehead before sitting down with her on the bed. “I forgot about the pressure difference between Refuge and sea level. I should have been more careful.”


  “It’s over now,” Juliet said softly. “We made it.”


  Derrick glanced at the clock, then said, “I want to show you something. Do you think you’re up to a little walking?”


  “Sure,” Juliet said. She got up and started walking to the door.


  “Let’s bring this,” Derrick said, picking up the top blanket from her bed and looping it over his arm. He led her down the hall to the elevator. They went up to the top floor and got off, then continued a short way down another hallway. When they turned, the next hall was lined with several windows with light pouring through. Juliet gasped as they approached. Outside, she saw for the first time the sun low in the sky, above the mountains. The ground below was covered in trees with golden hued foliage and the mountains were spotted in yellows, oranges, reds, and browns.


  “Can we go out there?” she asked.


  “Yes,” he said. “It’s a little cold.” He held up the blanket and helped Juliet drape it around her shoulders then led her to the door and out to the balcony outside the windows. It was cold outside. Juliet took a deep breath of fresh air. She could feel the cold breeze tickling her skin. As the sun dipped lower, the sky turned to soft shades of orange and yellow and all of the fluffy white clouds turned pink.


  “Oh my god,” she gasped, “It’s beautiful.” Her eyes watered from the cold air stinging them and the incredible beauty of her first sunset. The hot tears slid down her cheek before she brushed them off with her hand.


  “Thank you,” Derrick said.


  “What do you mean?” Juliet asked.


  “If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t even know the end of Refuge was coming. You saved me.” He held her close and gave her a kiss. They stayed there on the balcony in each other’s arms on that cold December evening and watched the sky turn from orange to red, then violet, and finally black. They watched the stars come out between the clouds, and then when they were too cold to stay outside any longer, Derrick took Juliet back to her room. He helped her get the blanket back on her bed then gave her a goodnight kiss before returning to his own room.


  [image: ***]


  Lauren and Grant arrived in Norfolk a little after nine pm. They were planning on waiting at the station for Bob to pick them up, but he got held up in traffic and called to let them know he wouldn’t arrive until ten thirty. Since they hadn’t stopped for food since noon, Lauren and Grant went to the diner next to the bus station to grab something to eat while they killed time.


  Lauren ate a greasy burger and fries, while Grant ordered the all-star breakfast which included every breakfast food Lauren could imagine. Somehow, he was able to not only finish all the food he ordered but also have room for a slice of pie. After they had their fill, Grant continued drinking his coffee while Lauren fought with the hospital on the phone.


  “Yes, I’m trying to find the woman who was retrieved from the ocean. The one who’s been all over the news.”


  “I’m sorry,” the representative on the phone said. “We are unable to give out patient information.”


  “Well, I’m her friend. Is she going to be okay? The news said she was in stable condition.”


  “I’m sorry, I can’t give that information out. If you have a name, I can tell you if that person is a patient here.”


  “Oh, yes!” Lauren said. She nodded at Grant to let him know the conversation was going well now. “Her name is Juliet Morse.”


  “Please hold.” The line started playing soft music as Lauren waited.


  “What did they tell you?” Grant asked.


  “She can’t tell me how she’s doing over the phone, but can confirm she’s a patient there.”


  “So, is she there?” Grant asked.


  “Well, I don’t know…” Lauren stopped and held up a finger to let Grant know she needed a minute as the receptionist returned on the line.


  “I’m sorry,” she said, “but there is currently no patient here named Juliet Morse.”


  “There’s no Juliet Morse?” Lauren asked. “Was she a patient?”


  “Not within the last week.”


  “Try Jane Doe,” Grant whispered.


  “Is there a Jane Doe?” Lauren asked.


  “We don’t have any Jane Doe’s at the moment,” the receptionist responded.


  “No Jane Doe,” Lauren repeated so Grant could hear as well. “Do you have anyone with the first name of Juliet?”


  “Juliet Doe,” Grant whispered again.


  “Yes, is there a Juliet Doe?” Lauren asked.


  “One moment,” she said before the hold music came back on.


  “On hold again,” Lauren said.


  “We do have a Juliet Doe. She’s in room 317. Would you like me to transfer you to her room?”


  “Yes, please,” Lauren said, then to Grant she said, “They have her!” The line rang and rang before someone finally answered.


  “Nurses’ station,” a woman’s voice said.


  “Oh, I’m trying to reach Juliet’s room.”


  “She’s asleep right now.”


  “Oh,” Lauren said.


  “She’s getting discharged tomorrow morning,” the woman offered.


  “Great. I’m her friend, and I was going to give her a ride home. What time should I pick her up?”


  “We do morning discharge at ten.”


  Lauren hung up her phone. “I can’t believe it,” she said. “We’re going to pick Juliet up tomorrow at the hospital!”


  “Good,” Grant said. “I’d be pretty pissed if we came all the way over here and it wasn’t her.”


  “Right,” Lauren said, setting down her phone. She thought about calling Bob to let him know but decided against it. She would tell him in person when he arrived in town.
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  The discharge process went pretty quickly. Since she didn’t have anything to wear, one of the nurses gave Juliet a clean set of scrubs, and she and Derrick resembled a couple of hospital staff as they waited outside the front of the hospital.


  A large white van with ‘Chanel 4’ boldly written on the side parked just beyond the hospital parking lot. Someone sat in the driver seat with a camera pointed at the hospital’s front door. Juliet and Derrick took a seat on a bench, and soon after the van drove away.


  “What should we do?” Derrick asked.


  “I still want to find a way to rescue everyone else at Refuge,” Juliet answered.


  “I meant a little more immediately. Like, should we just sit here all day, or go somewhere?”


  “I don’t know,” Juliet said, squinting her eyes in the sunlight. She enjoyed the feeling of the sun’s rays on her skin, the intensity of it actually making her feel warmer. It was a pretty cool day, but basking in the sunlight didn’t feel too bad. She saw an older blue car drive by and park in the front parking lot. A woman with lots of auburn hair and a rounded figure came jumping out of the car and walked quickly toward them. She was wearing jeans and an oversized dark red hoody with the letters “BU” on it.


  As she came dashing toward them, a tall young man and an average height older man came out of the car as well. The young man had brown hair interrupted by a shock of white hair above his right temple, his right eyebrow white as well. The older man’s hair was all white and his pale blue eyes and light skin made him look almost like a ghost.


  When she reached them, the young woman asked, “Are you Juliet?”


  Juliet glanced at Derrick before turning to the woman to answer, “Yes, I’m Juliet. Who are you?”


  “I’m your pen pal.”


  “Lauren?” Juliet asked. She jumped up and gave Lauren a hug.


  “I can’t believe you got out!” Lauren said as she squeezed Juliet back. “I can’t believe I’m actually meeting you face to face!”


  When they let go of each other, Juliet introduced Lauren to Derrick, and when Grant and Bob reached them, Lauren made the introductions all around. Juliet felt like she recognized Bob as she studied his face. Something about him seemed familiar, even though she had never met him before. “Bob,” she said, trying to make the connection. “Robert Graves?”


  “Yes,” he answered.


  “Avery has your eyes,” she said. Instantly the familiar blue eyes filled with tears as Bob broke down. Juliet and Lauren helped him get seated on the bench as he covered his face with his hands.


  “My son,” he said between sobs. “I knew he was alive all these years. I couldn’t accept I lost both of them that night. I’m so happy he’s alive.” Lauren tried to comfort Bob by rubbing his back. After a long while, Bob was able to calm down.


  Grant finally broke the silence by saying, “You all ready to leave?”


  “Yes,” Lauren said as she got up off the bench.


  “One of you kids drive,” Bob said holding out his keys. Grant took the keys and they all headed to the old blue car.


  Bob gave Derrick and Juliet a fist full of cash to buy necessities. They went to a clothing store and Lauren and Grant helped them pick out clothing that would help them blend in. Derrick wanted to just buy more scrubs, but Lauren convinced him that only nurses wore scrubs, and he did not want to dress like a nurse in the outside world. Juliet couldn’t believe the variety of clothing available and was glad to get clothing in a color other than white, soft blue, and soft green.


  When they had sufficient clothing, they stopped by a drug store to get toiletries. Derrick and Juliet were so used to having only one option for everything, and just the sheer variety of toothpaste was daunting. In the end, they went back to wait in the car and let Lauren pick out everything for them.


  Bob insisted on taking them all out for dinner and chose a nice steakhouse known for their fresh salads and perfectly seasoned meat. Juliet couldn’t believe how amazing food could taste. She had never tried any beef product, and the steak was moist and flavorful, warm, and easy to chew. Her salad had crisp lettuce and a sprinkling of soft cheese, another food she had never tasted before. Bob seemed pleased at how much the four young people enjoyed their meal but was particularly pleased with Derrick and Juliet’s company. They told their new friends the entire tale of how Juliet found out about Senator Kane’s bill and their trials and finally success in escaping.


  At the end of the meal, Bob said, “I would like to have a frank discussion with you two if you don’t mind.”


  “Of course,” Derrick said.


  “Sure,” Juliet added nodding her head.


  “What did you want to do now that you’re out?”


  Juliet and Derrick looked at each other for a moment, and Juliet answered, “I was hoping to help everyone still in Refuge. I’d like to find some way to rescue them.”


  Bob smiled. “That’s what I was hoping you’d say. Grant and I actually came up with some ideas the other day to help you with that goal. I’d like to go over them with you.”


  Derrick raised an eyebrow and glanced cautiously at Juliet. “What did you have in mind?” he asked.


  “Well, first of all,” Bob began, “You’re going to need money. I believe the best way to make some good cash for you two would be to sell your story. Do an exclusive interview on the TV news, and a tell-all magazine article. Your story will sell: two young people who were born and lived their lives at the bottom of the ocean in SS14 and escaped to tell the tale. We need to get your story out there and let everyone see your faces.


  “Once you have exposure, we’ll do something called crowdfunding. Now this part is Grant’s expertise, but basically, you ask a large group of people to put up money for a cause, and you have a goal, and if each person gives you a small amount of money and spreads the word about your cause, you can easily reach a big goal. We’ll be able to get the funding to make an evacuation craft and get everyone else out.”


  “I guess that could work,” Juliet said, looking nervously at Derrick. She had no idea how anything worked in the outside world. Things like TV news and crowd funding had no meaning for her. She liked Bob and was glad he came up with a plan, but her gut told her she needed to be cautious.


  “Well, you kids think about it,” Bob said. After he paid the check, they all went back to the hotel. Bob was paying for their hotel stay as well, and therefore insisted that Grant and Derrick share one room and Juliet and Lauren share another since that was the most appropriate arrangement.


  “What do you think about Bob’s plan?” Juliet asked Lauren once the two women were alone in their room.


  “It’s pretty great,” Lauren said. “He’s really thought about all the angles, and I think this is the best chance of saving everyone in Refuge.”


  “Okay,” Juliet said. She tried to focus on putting away all of her new purchases in the dresser. Even though she was finally free, she still felt anxious. “I need to talk to Derrick.”


  “Well, let me ring him and ask him to come over.” Lauren picked up the telephone on the small table between the beds, asked for room twelve, then said, “Hey Grant, can you send Derrick over here?” Within a few minutes, there was a knock on the door, and Lauren opened it and let Derrick in. He had changed back into his scrubs and fixed his glasses frames and for a second Juliet saw him as the man who had made her so angry in the storage room for insisting they should only save themselves. “Do you want to be alone?” Lauren asked.


  “Please,” Juliet said. Without another word, Lauren left, and Derrick came into the room and sat on the bed facing Juliet.


  “What’s up, Juliet?” he asked.


  “I don’t want to be the woman who escaped SS14.”


  “But you are. There’s nothing you can do to change that.”


  Her eyes started tearing up. She felt like the weak girl crying in Avery’s arms because of a fire alarm. She was stronger than that. She needed to stay strong. “At Refuge, there are so few people, that everyone knows everyone else, and everyone knows everyone’s business. As soon as something happens, someone blabs about it, and every time I think I have a secret, it gets out and everyone knows.” Derrick moved to the bed Juliet sat on and wrapped an arm around her. “We had the one secret we were able to keep. Our secret was that we were going to escape. And now, Bob says our best chance is telling everyone all the details of our lives and our secret, and letting everyone know all of my business again.”


  “Are you rethinking helping the rest of Refuge?” Derrick asked.


  “Yes,” she whispered. She looked up at his soft brown eyes through the black frames.


  “It is possible the whole place was destroyed by that fire.”


  “No,” she said. “I think they would know by now if Refuge was destroyed. It would have been on the news.”


  “I guess,” he said, brushing a strand of hair out of her face with his fingertips. “What would you like to do?” he asked.


  “I don’t know.” She leaned against him and placed her head on his shoulder. He hugged her close, and she felt safe with him next to her.


  “Well, it sounds like all Bob needs is money and not us. Why don’t we leave saving Refuge to him, but if you decide you need to help, we can find a way to raise funds for the cause. How does that sound?”


  Juliet nodded and said, “That sounds good.” She started peeling back the comforter on the bed, and Derrick got up to help. He climbed in after her and wrapped his arms around her waist.


  “Let’s just be Juliet and Derrick, not the two people who escaped the underwater tomb,” he whispered in her ear.


  Juliet smiled, “I’d like that.”


  


  


31


  Juliet woke up to Derrick’s warm breath tickling her neck. She lay silently enjoying the comfort of his closeness, and his arms tightened around her waist, holding her against him. He brushed her hair to the side and softly kissed the base of her neck.


  “Morning,” he whispered in her ear.


  “Good morning,” she said. She rolled over to face him and noticed the other bed was still made, meaning Lauren had never returned to the room. Derrick must have also been aware they were alone as he reached into the front of her pants. “What are you doing?” she asked.


  He kissed her and replied, “Nothing,” as he continued tickling her with his fingertips. The first rays of sunlight peeked over the horizon, and the light diffused through the heavy curtains draped over the window. A chorus of chirping erupted now and then from just outside. Every morning for the rest of her life would be like this: the call of life outside, the greeting of the sun, and a delightfully warm bed. She pulled down her pants, and Derrick followed suit.


  Instead of proceeding directly to the act, Derrick took his time, kissing her from her head all the way down to between her legs. He was taking his time, and when he reached her sweet spot with his mouth, all of her fear and doubt about the future were pushed out of her mind and replaced with her body’s primal anticipation. He turned out to be a gentle lover, which Juliet had not expected after their previous encounter in the storage room. He took his time finding their rhythm and made sure she was satisfied before reaching his end.


  As he lay next to her, drifting back to sleep, she asked, “So are we a thing now?”


  “If that’s what you’d like,” he said, kissing the side of her face.


  “I would,” she answered.


  [image: ***]


  After she was showered and dressed in her new clothing, Juliet wanted to talk privately with Bob. Derrick had already fallen back asleep, and she hadn’t heard a thing from either Lauren or Grant. She adjusted her new pants in the mirror. Lauren had insisted jeans were comfortable, but the tight heavy fabric studded with little metal rivets neither looked nor felt comfortable. Maybe after a few washes, they would feel a little better. The purple top and gray jacket she wore, however, were made of an impossibly soft knit fabric. After pulling her hair up into a ponytail, she left the room in search of Bob.


  She tried knocking on the door for his hotel room first but got no response. She found him in the hotel lobby where other guests were seated at small tables eating breakfast. He sat at a table by himself with a mug of coffee as he read a newspaper. He reminded her of Avery with his neatly pressed white collared shirt, khakis, and calm demeanor. As she approached, he looked up and saw her and carefully folded the newspaper as he greeted her.


  “Juliet, good morning. I didn’t expect to see any of you young kids until late.”


  “Good morning,” she said as she sat down. “I wanted to talk with you, without the others,” she started.


  “Of course,” Bob said. “You made the news again.” He showed her the front page of the paper. The headline read, ‘Man and Woman Rescued from Atlantic Released from Hospital.’ Underneath was a photo of the hospital entrance with a yellow taxi waiting, two women hugging, and a man with his hand resting on one of the woman’s shoulders. Juliet was relieved that neither she nor Derrick were in the picture. “Why don’t you grab some breakfast and then we can chat?”


  Juliet did feel pretty hungry. “Sure,” she said. She took a flimsy paper plate and loaded it with a muffin, sausage, and bacon and poured herself a mug of coffee before returning to sit down with Bob.


  “The pancakes are really good,” Bob offered.


  “Avery makes pretty good pancakes,” she responded in a soft voice. She could see tears come to the older man’s eyes, but he didn’t sob like he had the day before.


  “That was the only thing he could cook as a teenager,” he said.


  Even though her breakfast was good, she only picked at it before addressing the reason she sought out Bob that morning. “I wanted to tell you a couple things,” she started. “The first part is hard because you’ve been so generous with us. Thank you, for everything.”


  “You’re welcome,” he said.


  Juliet looked into his pale blue eyes, Avery’s kind eyes, and found the strength to continue. “I can’t be the face of Refuge,” she said. Bob didn’t have a strong negative reaction like she expected, but just sat patiently waiting for her to continue. “I was born in Refuge, and so far it has defined my entire life. Part of my escaping was not just physically getting out, but completely separating myself from it. If I sell my story and become the face of Refuge, I’ll never really escape from it. I would like to help you save everyone else there, and if I can raise money some other way to help, I will, but I won’t let it define the rest of my life.”


  Bob grasped Juliet’s hand in his own. His skin felt papery and thin, but his hand was warm. “I understand,” he said, looking her in the eye. “I realized last night that I might have been asking too much from you two kids. When Lauren emailed me to let me know you and Derrick got out, the only thing I thought about was my boy and that I could get him out too.”


  “He’s not a boy anymore,” Juliet said, smiling at Bob. “Actually, that was the other thing I wanted to talk about. Would you like to hear about Avery?”


  “I would love to,” Bob said, squeezing Juliet’s hand.


  Juliet proceeded to tell Bob Avery’s story about the beginnings of Refuge. She told him about his career in engineering, his involvement in math education for the younger residents in Refuge, and his passion for card games. She even told Bob about his son’s refusal to start a family and their own brief romance.


  “I knew I made a smart boy if he had the sense about him to get close to a beautiful young woman like you,” Bob said.


  “Thanks,” Juliet said. She felt a lot better now after getting all of that out and was able to concentrate on eating her breakfast and finishing her coffee. She continued chatting with Bob and he gave her advice on navigating the world while she shared stories about life in Refuge.


  When a couple of staff started cleaning up and putting away the breakfast selection, Lauren came down and joined them. “The guys are still getting ready in their room,” she said as she pulled up a chair to join Bob and Juliet. “What are you two up to?” she asked.


  “Just chatting,” Bob answered. “Were you and your friend Grant still planning on taking the bus back today?”


  “Yes,” Lauren confirmed. “I’m already behind in most of my classes and can’t afford to miss any more days. Our bus leaves at one fifteen. I was hoping you could give us a ride to the station.”


  “Oh, of course,” he said. Lauren grabbed a few items from the buffet before breakfast was completely put away, and soon after, Grant and Derrick came in together, both bringing their luggage.


  “Oh shoot,” Lauren said with a mouthful toast, “I need to pack.” She hurried off back to her room. Derrick took her now empty chair, and Grant pulled up a fourth chair making the tiny table crowded, and started eating the untouched plate of food Lauren left behind.


  “So, what’s the plan?” Derrick asked everyone in general.


  “I’m dropping Grant and Lauren off at the bus station in a couple of hours, and then I was going to drive myself home,” Bob said.


  “Okay,” Derrick said, nodding his head up and down.


  “What will we do?” Juliet asked, indicating her and Derrick.


  “What would you like to do?” Bob asked.


  “I want to go to Albuquerque,” Derrick answered.


  “What? Why?” Grant asked between mouthfuls of food.


  “It’s a dessert. It’s far away from the ocean, which is something I need right now. I don’t know. What do you think, Juliet? Want to come with me to Albuquerque?” He pushed his glasses up with a fingertip and gave Juliet a big smile.


  “Sure,” she said, smiling back at him.


  “Well then it’s settled,” Bob said. “I’ll drop you two off at the bus station as well, and you can get tickets to Albuquerque.”


  [image: ***]


  Bob parked the car at the station drop off and gave all his new friends a warm farewell. He gave Derrick and Juliet enough money to pay for their journey and even gave Derrick his cell phone, insisting he could just get himself a new one. Lauren and Grant’s bus left first, and they made sure Juliet and Derrick had all of their contact information and instructed them to keep in touch.


  Juliet looked at her ticket. “Holy cow,” she said, “it takes two days to get to Albuquerque! I never thought it could take so long to get anywhere.”


  “Refuge, it takes maybe ten minutes to walk from one side to the other,” Derrick said. “You miss it?”


  “Refuge?” she asked. “No. I mean, I miss the people, but I don’t miss the actual place.”


  “Me too,” he agreed.


  When their bus was about to leave, Derrick helped Juliet get her luggage in the luggage compartment, and they got on the bus and sat in the front next to each other. Before departing, the driver asked to see everyone tickets, then sat in his seat and clicked on his seat belt. With a turn of the key, the bus engine roared to life.


  “You ready?” Derrick asked.


  Juliet grabbed his hand in hers. “I was born ready.”


  


  


Epilogue


  It was another hot day with a cloudless sky. Juliet was sitting on the front porch of her small house sipping a cup of coffee and reading her favorite blogs on her tablet. Even though it was still before eight in the morning, the sun was shining full force and the temperature was already near eighty. Her skin had achieved a golden tan from all the time she spent outdoors. Juliet didn’t mind the heat, but by noon she always closed up the windows and turned on the AC. Derrick preferred it cooler, and the old AC unit took a bit of time to cool off the house. He once pointed out she could keep it running all day and then they wouldn’t have to wait all afternoon for the house to cool down, but she liked feeling the heat from the sun and ultimately won the argument since it kept their energy costs down.


  She waved at the mailman as he drove up to the cluster of mailboxes. He parked his small truck and got out to open up the large mail unit and place packets of letters and catalogs in each individual box. Soon after he left, Juliet decided to check their box and went inside to grab the key. She could tell it was going to be a really hot day when she saw their fluffy black cat stretched lazily on the cool linoleum floor in the kitchen instead of sleeping in the sunspots on the carpet. Toto, named after the dog in The Wizard of Oz, started his loud purring as she scratched him gently behind the ears. Grabbing the keys from their hook on the side of the kitchen cabinet, she returned outside to grab the mail.


  In the end, Juliet had decided to sell her story, but she did it anonymously. With the help of a ghostwriter, she was able to produce a memoir titled My Life Underwater. It was an overwhelming success, and sales had helped her afford their little house and even send some money to Bob and his charities. Derrick was happy for her success, particularly because he was able to quit his job as a banker and go to a real university and continue his pursuit to become an engineer.


  She was starting to sweat, and it made her hair stick to her face. She swept it up into a ponytail before walking through the bright sun on the hot pavement to her mailbox. The box opened with her key and she pulled out the few letters and a catalog. She flipped through her mail. It appeared to be just bills and offers for credit cards. Once inside, she returned the keys to their hook and set the bills on the kitchen table. As she threw the rest of the mail into the trashcan, a postcard fluttered out of the catalog and onto the floor.


  Juliet bent over to pick it up and sat in one of the kitchen chairs to look at the picture. In front of the Horseshoe Falls in Niagara Falls, Canada, stood two men with matching smiles and pale blue eyes, one with white hair and one with neatly combed black hair. She flipped it over to read the salutations.


  


  Dearest Juliet,


  Thank you.


  Yours, Avery Graves
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